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The PSA Journal in conjunction with the Nature Division presents a three-part series on Nature. Whether a 
member is new to Nature photography or experienced, the articles will offer much information. Beginning 
with this issue and continuing in June and July, the articles will cover: nature and wildlife definitions; digital 
editing of nature images; the ethics of nature photography and the subject’s well being and protection. The 
PSA International Conference in Yellowstone National Park will offer many opportunities for photographers 
to capture nature images. John Davis Jr., APSA, PPSA, authored the three articles and various members of 
the Nature Division have supplied the pictures that accompany the series.

Elena McTighe • Publications Vice President

The Nature Division of the Photographic Society 
of America (PSA) has long employed definitions 
of “nature image” and “wildlife image” for PSA-
recognized nature exhibitions and competitions. 
The purpose of this article is to discuss and 
illustrate the PSA nature and wildlife definitions, 
especially for newer members of PSA, or for 
members who are new to nature photography. The 
definitions are in bold print, and broken down by 
phrase or section for discussion and illustration.

“Nature photography is restricted to 
the use of the photographic process to 
depict observations from all branches of 
natural history, except anthropology and 
archaeology…”

Image capture on a light-sensitive surface (the 
photographic process) is the first requirement.  
Natural history branches include, but are not 
limited to botany, zoology, geology, mineralogy, 
astronomy, ecology, and meteorology. 
Anthropology (the study of humanity and modern 
humans), and Archaeology (the study of past 
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human life and culture) obviously deal with the 
“human element,” which has long been excluded 
from the PSA nature definition. Plants and 
animals are the most frequently photographed 
nature subjects, but there are many other excellent 
subjects. (See Figures 1 and 2)

“…in such a fashion that a well informed 
person will be able to identify the subject 
material and certify as to its honest 
presentation….”

Does the main subject belong in the habitat 
shown in the image? Would the subjects be found 

Fig. 1 –  Physical phenomena caused by solar wind, magnetism and the collision of 
charged particles (aurora borealis) are exciting and tell a dramatic nature story.
© John Fuller, FPSA, Aurora Borealis

Fig. 2 – Geology subjects provide many photo opportunities 
and excellent stories of earth’s history and geologic 
processes. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Coyote Butte 
Reflection 4
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together in the wild? A close-up shot, or one 
without background, might prevent identification.  
(See Fig. 3) Ask whether there is anything in an 
image that might create doubt in the mind of a 
judge making a quick decision about a nature 
image. Does the honesty come through? It is 
acceptable to take a photo in such a way as to 
obscure the human element, but by doing so might 
hurt the image, such as in a wildlife competition, 
if the background or habitat would have been an 
important clue that a subject is wild and not taken 
under controlled situations. 

“The story telling value of the photograph 
must be weighed more than the pictorial 
quality….” 

(See Figures 4, 5 and 6) 

Fig. 3 - A close up shot might cause a well informed judge to be unable to distinguish 
between a naturally occurring variety and a horticultural variety of poppy, creating a risk of 
a mark down or disqualification.  This Poppy is cultivated, not natural. © John M. Davis Jr, 
APSA, PPSA, Poppy Core

Fig. 4–This is a good portrait of the Black-Bellied Plover, 
but tells a limited nature story. © Rick Cloran, FPSA, EPSA, 
Black-bellied Plover at Surf 2

“Human elements shall not be present, 
except on the rare occasion when those 
human elements enhance the nature 
story….”  (See Figures 7, 8, and 9)

Fig. 5 –This is less of a portrait, but tells more of a nature 
story of the Plover feeding. © Rick Cloran, FPSA, EPSA, 
Black-bellied Plover Feeding

Fig.6 – Here there is good pictorial quality plus the story 
of the Plover taking the meal to eat. © Rick Cloran, FPSA, 
EPSA, Black-bellied Plover with Meal 1

Fig. 7 – The superstructure (round, lower left) and cable bit (upper right) of the ship present 
a high risk of disqualification unless judges agree that the sunken ship, which often creates 
an entire ecosystem for marine plants and animals, enhances the nature story. Particles 
suspended in water lit by strobe lights would do not disqualify, but scuba exhaust bubbles 
would. © Steven Fisher, APSA, Helmut Wreck-Palau
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“…as is any form of manipulation that 
alters the truth of the photographic 
statement.” Digital editing will be covered 
in another Journal article. The image must 
be truthful, from capture to presentation, 
whether film or digital. If an image does 
not appear “natural” to a judge, it risks 
being scored down or disqualified. 
(See Figures 12, 13, and 14)

Fig. 8 – The presence of humans even when a part of the natural 
environment at Havasu Falls, disqualifies this image as “nature.”
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Soaking their Feet

Fig. 10 - The band on the left leg of the Painted Bunting is a human element but 
will not disqualify the image. © Bob Griffith, FPSA, Painted Bunting

“The presence of scientific bands are 
acceptable.” (See Fig. 10)

“Photographs of artificially produced 
hybrid plants or animals, mounted 
specimens, or obviously set arrangements 
are ineligible….”  (See Fig. 11)

Fig. 11 -  If the arrangement appears to a judge to have been 
set up by the photographer, there is a risk of disqualification 
or markdown. Jack provided this to demonstrate a “set up” 
image. © Jack Templeton, Bat and Scorpion

Fig. 9– In the Pacific Northwest of the US, the Double 
Crested Cormorant regularly uses a piling to dry its wings 
after diving for fish. Like the Osprey that uses a power pole 
for a nest, or the barn owl adopting a barn habitat, the 
human element is used to enhance the nature story. Many 
adaptations showing a human element will not be seen by 
judges as falling within this human element exception.
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Cormorant Drying Wings
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Fig. 12 – Supplemental light should 
appear natural. Reflection back 
underneath the mushroom should 
be done without the appearance of 
a second, unnatural light source.
© John M. Davis Jr APSA, PPSA, 
Golden Chantrelle

Fig. 13 – A polarizing, enhancement or warming filter, or the 
wrong film, can cause a shift to unnatural or over saturated colors.  
Excessive polarization of the sky (enhanced digitally here) can create 
an unnatural look. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Yucca On Mound

Fig. 14 –  Use of artificial light is 
both acceptable and helpful to 
many images, but care should 
be taken not to create shadows 
or highlights that are too strong 
or create an unnatural look. 
Multiple catch lights in the eyes are 
distracting, and may cause judges to 
mark down an image like this.
© Rick Cloran, FPSA, EPSA, Owl
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WILDLIFE DEFINITION:
“Wildlife is defined as one or more organisms 
living free and unrestrained in a natural or adopted 
habitat. Therefore, photographs of zoo or game 
farm animals are not eligible for entry in Wildlife 
competitions.” (See Figures 15, 16, 17 and 18)

DIFFERENCES OF OPINION. There are 
differences of opinion among photographers and 
others, as to what a nature or wildlife image is, or 
is not. For example, the Federation Internationale 
De L’Art (FIAP), like PSA, provides nature and 
wildlife definitions (similar to the PSA definitions) 
for FIAP recognized exhibitions and competitions, 
but the North American Nature Photography 
Association (NANPA) has no nature or wildlife 
definition. Even with definitions, there is plenty 
of room for disagreement, and often lively debate 
among nature photographers who may choose 
strict or liberal interpretation of the definitions.

IT’S UP TO THE JUDGES. The PSA 
definitions provide general guidelines about 
“nature” or “wildlife” images for photographers 
and for those who are the final arbiters—the 
nature exhibition judges. Judges use between 
5 and 10 seconds to score an image, and score 
hundreds of images from all  parts of the globe in 
nature exhibitions. That means quick judgments 
on a wide variety of subjects. We ask a lot of our 
judges: To be well informed about nature and 
wildlife subjects and their environment to identify 

the subject matter and its honest presentation; to 
recognize the nature story and weigh it more than 
the pictorial quality of the image; to discern human 
elements if present; to decide about the truth of 
the photographic statement and the “naturalness” 
of the presentation; to understand and make 
judgments about the exceptions to the rules; and to 
determine whether the photographer went beyond 
the limits on editing or manipulation. A judge may 
give an image the benefit of the doubt, mark it 
down, or disqualify it.  

SUMMARY.  Nature and wildlife photography 
is a passion for so many photographers. For those 
who wish to enter PSA-recognized nature and 
wildlife exhibitions, a good working understanding 
of the definitions is important. The definitions are 
helpful guides, but it is finally up to exhibition 
judges to decide whether images fit the definitions.  
As new PSA members and those new to nature 
photography gain experience with the definitions, 
success in the exhibitions will follow. For those 
who just want to photograph nature and wildlife 
subjects, an understanding of definition material 
should be helpful. PSA holds its annual conference 
at Yellowstone National Park this year, and plans 
call for plenty of outdoor photography activities 
and many opportunities to find nature and wildlife 
subjects! n

Fig. 15 – Plants can also 
be shown as “wildlife,” as 
long as they are “free and 
unrestrained in a natural 
or adopted habitat,” as is 
the case for these barrel 
cactus blossoms. However, 
hybrid or cultivated plants 
are disqualified because of 
human intervention.
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, 
PPSA, Barrel Cactus 
Blossoms 

Fig. 16– The restraint on the legs disqualifies this image 
as “wildlife.” In addition, it is not a “nature” image 
because the restraint shows the hand of man. There is no 
rule against the use of black and white in a “nature” or 
“wildlife” image. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Barn Owl
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Fig. 17- After human intervention, if a plant or animal becomes “naturalized” over a significant period of time (established on its own, as if native), 
it may be accepted by a nature exhibition judge as native. If a subject is commonly known to have been naturalized, like these wild horses in 
the United States, chances of acceptance in a nature exhibition are good. The judges might find clues in the manes and hooves of the horses.  
Descriptive titles (instead of “cute” titles) are encouraged to help judges identify nature images. © Anthony Mistretta, Wild Foal Nursing

Fig. 18– The Polar Bear is free 
and unrestrained in a natural 
habitat, and the image shows 
a strong nature story, of 
survival of the Polar Bear at 
the expense of the Harp Seal.
© Bob Griffith, FPSA, Polar 
Bear with Harp Seal
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The Photographic Society of America (PSA) 
Nature Division has long included the rule that “… 
any form of manipulation that alters the truth of 
the photographic statement” will make an image 
ineligible for exhibitions or competitions which are 
recognized by the PSA Nature Division. This rule 
has applied to film-based images for many years, 
and certainly such images could be and would be 
altered from time to time. Digital photography 
has provided many new tools, found in cameras, 
computers and scanners, to easily “edit” (or to 
use synonyms, to adjust, modify or manipulate) 
images. The special connection between reality 
and a Nature photograph needed the protection 
of some additional guidelines. The following was 
added to the Nature definition, and applies to 
prints, slides, and digital projection images:  

“No elements may be moved, cloned, 
added, rearranged or combined. No 
manipulation or modification is permitted 
except resizing, cropping, selective 
lightening or darkening, and restoration of 
original color of the scene. No special effect 
filters can be applied. Any sharpening must 
appear natural.”

The purpose of this article is to briefly outline 
for photographers new to nature photography those 

editing techniques which are currently within 
the PSA Nature Division rules, and those which 
are not. That is not to say that there are areas 
where one will experience differences of opinion 
about these guidelines. When in doubt, consider 
the following questions: Is an image a truthful 
photographic statement? Is it the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth? Does the image appear 
natural? Note that the natural appearance rule 
is only found in the “sharpening” sentence, but 
underlies all the editing rules.  

“No elements may be moved, cloned, 
added, rearranged or combined.”

It is clear that the elements of an image must 
remain in the final image in the place they were 
captured, and cloned or new elements would not 
be truthful, and are not allowed. (See Figures 1 
and 2) 

The Truth, The Whole Truth, 
And Nothing But The Truth;

PSA Nature Definition—Image Manipulation

John M. Davis Jr.,
APSA, PPSA, 
for the Nature 

Division

Fig. 1 - The photographer had fun with this image, by adding the coyote, and did 
not intend it to be a Nature image. Obviously, it is just not a truthful photographic 
statement and would be disqualified if entered in a PSA Nature recognized exhibition or 
competition. © Dan Charbonnet, FPSA, Ambitious Coyote

Fig. 2 - The time to eliminate an undesirable object or 
element from an image is before capture, not with digital 
editing. Distracting elements or human elements (such 
as the table near the shoreline in the left margin) could 
be cropped out, but should not be removed with other 
digital tools. Careful review of the scene and composition 
adjustment before capture will help avoid the problem.
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Havasu Falls
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“No manipulation or modification is 
permitted except…”

There are many digital tools which can be used 
to edit images. Drawing a line between what is not 
allowed, and what is allowed, is not always simple 
to do. The rule of no manipulation or modification 
does have exceptions, and demonstrations of the 
key rules follow.

Resizing—Resizing the entire image (changing 
the dimensions or resolution) is perfectly 
acceptable. (See Figures 3, 4 and 5)

Cropping—Cropping is allowable as a way to 
eliminate an undesirable image element, whether 
or not the crop changes the aspect ratio (such as 
creating a horizontal image from a vertical one). 
The truth of the photographic statement is intact. 
(See Figures 3, 4 and 5)

Fig. 3 - This scan of the 
original slide includes more 
than is desired in the final 
image. © John M. Davis 
Jr, APSA, PPSA, Antelope 
Textures

Fig. 4 - Cropping from the top and bottom (creating a new 
aspect ratio) and resizing is perfectly acceptable, and produced 
this result, essentially the same image with the same name, 
not altering the truth of the photographic statement. © John 
M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Antelope Textures

Fig. 5 - Only the lower right corner of Antelope Textures 
remained after another acceptable crop, resizing and 
truthful statement, but note that the image has a new 
name, because it is essentially a new image.© John M. Davis 
Jr, APSA, PPSA, Antelope Sandstone Textures

Selective Lightening or Darkening—It is 
acceptable to selectively lighten and/or darken 
image elements with the tools that may be 
available, such as curves, levels, dodge and burn, 
shadows and highlights, or equivalent digital tools, 
as long as the result appears natural and the image 
remains a truthful photographic statement. (See 
Figures 6, 7 and 8)

Fig. 6 - The original image has some light and dark 
elements that can be modified. The white in the 
background can be toned down, and the dark tail can be 
revealed. © Jack Templeton, Gyrfalcon With Meal

Fig. 7 - Cropping and resizing eliminates a bit of the white 
background and emphasizes the hawk and the nature story.
© Jack Templeton, Gyrfalcon With Meal

Fig. 8 - The Shadow/Highlight tool in Adobe Photoshop 
CS3 and a bit of selective burning in the highlights reduces 
the brightness of the background, feathers and rock, 
and reveals the dark tail feathers. Removing the white 
background by cloning would not be acceptable.
© Jack Templeton, Gyrfalcon With Meal

John M. Davis Jr.,
APSA, PPSA
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Restoring Original Color   
Color can be corrected to match the color of the 
subject when the photograph was taken. If color 
saturation is added, it should not be overdone. The 
color should appear natural and approximate the 
actual color saturation. Be gentle! (See Figures 9, 
10, 11, 12 and 13) Also, color can be completely 
removed.

Fig. 9 - If a warming filter 
is used, or if a “cloudy” 

or “shady” white balance 
setting is used in sunshine, 

the result will be an 
unnatural warm look. © 
John M. Davis Jr, APSA, 

PPSA, Delicate Arch With 
Shadow

Fig. 10 - The correction of 
the excessive warmth will 

restore the natural color of 
the subject. This is especially 
important when the subject 

and its color are well 
known.© John M. Davis Jr, 
APSA, PPSA, Delicate Arch 

With Shadow

Fig. 11 - Excessive 
saturation of color will 

cause an unnatural look, 
as here. In an exhibition, 
an over-saturated image 

may be marked down 
or disqualified. © John 

M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, 
Delicate Arch With Shadow

Fig. 12 – Color can be removed 
completely to create a B&W 

nature image. Reversing a slide 
or doing a “horizontal flip” of 

an image is authorized, but be 
careful not to reverse writing on 
a scientific band or the position 

of a well-known landmark 
(such as Delicate Arch), and 

be careful not to challenge the 
law of gravity with a dew-drop 

laden spider web drooping 
upward or sideways! © John M. 

Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Delicate 
Tones BW

Fig. 13 - Judges have to be careful, however, in being too 
quick to see overdone saturation. Mother nature sometimes 
produces intensely saturated color, such as in sunrises, 
sunsets, and in the rich palate of autumn colors. This 
image, scanned from a slide without adding any saturation, 
exemplifies the point. © Gerald Emmerich, FPSA, EPSA, Fall 
Color at the Falls

Sharpening—Moderate sharpening of digital 
photographs is necessary. Sharpen the whole 
image or selected portions of an image to achieve a 
natural look. Over-sharpening will weaken a nature 
image. (See Figures 14 and 15)

Fig. 15 - Excessive sharpening creates a harsh, unnatural 
look, because of heavy contrast of adjacent pixels.
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Heron With Prize

Fig. 14 - This image received moderate sharpening, slightly 
increasing the contrast of adjacent pixels. © John M. Davis 
Jr, APSA, PPSA, Heron With Prize 
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Focus and Blur. Controlling depth of field with 
the lens or aperture is acceptable, but not with 
digital tools. Blurring filters, even lens blur, should 
not be applied. (See Figures 16 and 17)

Fig. 16 – The distractions in the background could have 
been reduced with depth of field control with lens or 
aperture. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Song Sparrow 2

Fig. 17 – The lens blur tool used here (or any other 
blurring tool) simulates depth of field control but is not 
an acceptable editing technique. However, reducing some 
of the brightness in the background is acceptable as long 
as the result is a natural appearance. © John M. Davis Jr, 
APSA, PPSA, Song Sparrow 2

Special Effects. Special effects filters (on the 
camera or in the computer) introduce unusual, 
unreal, or even distorted renderings of natural 
subjects which do not meet the truth and natural 
look tests, and one would expect them to be 
disqualified in a PSA-recognized exhibition or 
competition. Filters employed to diffract, streak, 
show speed, center-spot focus, change hues, and 
otherwise alter reality, create ineligible images.  
However, polarizing filters, split neutral density 
filters, warming or color enhancing filters, or 
other filters which do not change the photographic 
statement but modify an image to more closely 
represent the reality the photographer saw, are 
acceptable.

Combining  Images. A digital process which 
combines images is not allowable under current 

Fig. 18 – A thin but not bright border that helps 
define light or dark edges can help set apart 
an image. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA,  
Damselfly

Nature rules. Digital software like Hellicon 
Focus and the HDR tools such as those provided 
by Adobe Photoshop and Photomatix combine 
separate images. Also, the double processing 
technique where an image is optimized for 
highlights, and then combined with the same 
image optimized for shadows, is not allowable 
because it creates and then combines two image 
files out of a single capture.  

Image Borders. Adding a border to a projected 
nature image is not disallowed, but a bright border 
(especially with a digital projector) may distract 
and cause a judge to mark the image down. (See 
Figures 18 and 19)

Fig. 19– Brightness or color of a border can 
distract from the nature image when projected.
© John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Clodius Returns

Summary Observations. The digital editing 
and adjustments which can be done within 
the guidelines, to match what was seen in the 
viewfinder, include the following:
•	 You	can	adjust	the	exposure	and	bring	out	

details in highlights and shadows, correct white 
balance, and adjust local or overall color casts;

•	 You	can	adjust	contrast	,	color	saturation,	and	
apply sharpening, but be gentle; or you can 
remove all color; 

•	 You	can	remove	dust	spots,	rounded	slide	
mount corners from scanning slides, sun flares, 
and noise caused by the camera or scanner;

•	 You	can	straighten	(e.g.	tilted	horizon)	and	flip	
an image horizontally;

•	 You	can	crop	and	resize.
Truthfulness and natural appearance are 

cornerstones to editing nature images. It is 
important for photographers who wish to 
enter PSA Nature recognized exhibitions or 
competitions to understand the editing guidelines 
which are a part of the Nature Definition. It is this 
knowledge, and the honesty and integrity of the 
photographer, which will be the best guarantors 
of the truthful and natural connection between the 
nature subject and the nature image. n
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Fig. 1 – Take special 
precautions near nests.
© Bob Griffith, FPSA, 
EPSA, Flicker Family

The Nature Division of the Photographic Society 
of America (“PSA”) sets forth the principle in 
its Code of Practice (“Code”), that the care and 
understanding of the subject takes precedence 
over the image captured. The first of this three 
part series on the Code explored the Nature and 
Wildlife definitions, and the second examined 
the rules regarding editing or adjusting images, 
especially digitally. This article presents some 
examples of suggested photographer conduct of 
a general nature, and specific conduct in respect 
to animal, plant and geology subjects. There is 
much more to be found in the full text of the Code 
at the PSA web site: www.psa-photo.org, then to 
Divisions, then to Nature, then to Resources and 
then to Code. The Nature Division can provide 
copies of the Code on request by those without 
access to the PSA web site, by contacting the 
Membership Information Director.

General
Be considerate of nature subjects. Killing 
or injuring living things is not part of nature 
photography. The ethical nature photographer 
should neither participate in nor endorse the 
practice of sacrificing a living animal specifically 
for the purpose of photographing a predator killing 
live prey under controlled conditions. Learn about 

and be familiar with your subject, for the subject’s 
sake and to help capture a better nature story.  
Follow the rules and requests at all photographic 
sites, parks and wildlife refuges. Observe the 
requirements and rules of a site, of permission 
to enter a site, and courtesies to others including 
fellow photographers. Causing an animal to leave 
its accustomed surroundings or change its position 
for photographic advantage is discouraged. Be an 
observer, not an intruder.

Birds And Other Small Animals
Observe and photograph, if possible, without being 
observed by birds and other small animals. If 
photographing at or near nests or dens of animals, 
special care should be exercised. Don’t unduly 
expose the nest to sun, cold, rain or snow which 
could injure or kill the eggs or young. Branches 
should be tied back, not cut, then replaced after 
photographing. Don’t keep a blind up on a nest 
or burrow if the parents do not return within a 
half hour, especially on very hot or cold days. 
Don’t purposefully frighten birds away from a 
nest in order to photograph them returning. Don’t 
take longer than 15 minutes to set up a blind, 
because of the risk of delay of return of the birds.  
Animals will abandon their nest, burrow or den 
if you get too close. Don’t handle small birds or 
animals because that risks abandonment by the 
parents. Restore the nest area and the access to 
the nest after you leave. Don’t locate a blind on 
the animal’s regular route to or from the nest, den 
or burrow, and don’t allow the blind to flap in 
the wind. Capture of cold-blooded animals and 
invertebrates for studio or aquarium photography 
should be done with caution, as some states and 
countries have laws against this practice without a 
permit. Release in the original habitat if possible.  
(See Figure 1).  

Botany
Wildflowers and other botanical subjects should be 
photographed without picking, and in many states, 
National Parks and Monuments, picking is illegal. 
If objects like rocks or logs natural to the area are 
added to provide a correct and more photogenic 
background, put these objects back to the place 
where they were found after photographing. 
“Gardening” or cleaning up the immediate area 
for an image should not include destroying other 
plants in the area. Avoid damage to fragile habitats, 
because it will adversely affect the species in that 
ecosystem. (See Figure 2)

The Well Being of Your Nature Subject 
is More Important Than Your Photograph

John M. Davis Jr.,
APSA, PPSA
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Insects
Photographing insects and arachnids in the 
field will probably tell a more accurate story.  
If captured for photographic purposes, release 
where captured within a reasonably short time.  
Do not freeze insects, but chilling is suitable for 
some insects, such as beetles and grasshoppers.   
However, butterflies, most moths and almost 
all insect larvae may be irreparably damaged 
by cooling. Day flying insects like butterflies 
and wasps, are best controlled by working in a 
darkened room at night, focusing by means of a 
weak flashlight. (See Figure 3)

Fig. 2 – Wildflowers may 
be given a photogenic 
background, with objects 
natural to the area, as was 
done here, but don’t damage 
the habitat and return it to 
the state you found it. © Bob 
Griffith, FPSA, EPSA, Lupines

Fig. 3 –  A photograph made in the field, in the place you 
would expect to find the subject, will tell the most accurate 
nature story. © Bob Griffith, FPSA, EPSA, Costa Rican Spider

Fig. 4 – The Blood Star 
is not brittle, but should 
be left in the pool where 
and how it was found, as 
it waits for the incoming 
tide. © John M. Davis Jr, 
APSA, PPSA, Blood Star 
Exposed

Tidepool Subjects
It is important to replace rocks that animals live on 
or under, that ecological niches are preserved and 
animals returned to the place they are found. Some 
animals like brittle stars are quite fragile—handle 
with care. Marine animals requiring oxygenation 
and temperature control will die if not properly 
cared for. (See Figure 4)
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Fig. 6 – Holding 
the viper by 

the neck or tail 
alone can harm 
the animal, and 

handling less than 
carefully may harm 
the photographer! 
© Jack Templeton, 

White Lipped 
Viper

Fig. 7 – Even though 
this image does 

not fit the nature 
definition because of 
the human element, 

the Code makes a 
special point not to 
touch or alter these 

significant places 
found in natural 
environments. © 
John M. Davis Jr, 

APSA, PPSA, Utah 
Pictographs

Newts, Salamanders and Other Amphibians
These animals from the wild should not be kept for 
more than a few hours while being photographed, 
unless they have proper food and natural 
conditions. The practice of chilling these or other 
animal subjects should be done carefully and for 
brief periods only. (See Figure 5)

Reptiles
Reptiles should not be held for more than very 
brief periods. Artificial feeding is usually not 
successful. If holding them overnight, give them 
protection equivalent to that which they would find 
in the wild. Don’t lift snakes by the neck alone, or 
by the tail alone, because of potential spinal injury 
of the snake. (See Figure 6)

Geology
Pictographs and petroglyphs should not be touched 
or altered in any way, and are not eligible in PSA 
Nature recognized exhibitions and competitions as 
nature subjects because of the human element. (See 
Figure 7) 

Don’t damage fragile cave or crystal formations, 
and don’t damage geologic formations which may 
have taken thousands or millions of years to form. 
Erosion features should be left untouched. (See 

Figure 8)

The Code of Practice is not meant as 
an exhaustive list of acceptable and 
unacceptable nature photography 
practices. It does provide specific 
examples of conduct, however, which 
will guide photographers in other areas 
of nature photography. DOING NO 
HARM should be in the front of every 
nature photographer’s mind, regardless 
of the subject, no matter where in the 
world the photography is taking place. 
The Code asks each nature photographer 
to use good judgment in practicing his or 
her art. Learning about the subject and 
its environment before photographing 
will help the photographer make 

Fig. 5 – Amphibians are more sensitive than many animals to handling and removal 
from their natural environment. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA, Bullfrog 1
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Fig. 8  – These ancient Carlsbad Cavern limestone columns 
can be easily damaged. © John M. Davis Jr, APSA, PPSA,
Carlsbad Stalagmites

Fig. 9 – The Code is about best practices, doing no harm, using good judgment, learning 
about the subject, telling a good nature story, protecting and appreciating the natural 
environment, and capturing its beauty and order.  This image was taken south of 
Yellowstone National Park. © Gerry Emmerich, FPSA, EPSA, Oxbow Splendor

Fig. 10 – Yellowstone and its fauna, flora and geology 
await you. © Jacob Mosser, Bison and Geyser Plume

reasonable and ethical decisions before setting 
up to photograph. That knowledge will enrich 
the photographer’s experience, lead to more 
satisfying images and a produce a better nature 
story. Learn through photography to appreciate 
and protect the natural beauty of places and 
things. (See Figure 9)

This concludes the three-part series on the Nature 
Definition, Editing, and the Code of Practice.  
Please join many others who will be attending the 
PSA Annual Conference in Yellowstone this year, 
and enjoy one of the richest nature and wildlife 
photography environments in the United States of 
America. (See Figure 10) n
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