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The Ins and Outs of Digital Zoom
BY J A C K & SUE D R A F A H L

n advantage of digital point-andshoot cameras is that they generally
feature a zoom lens. You can now
capture variations from wide angle to telephoto with fingertip control. This zoom
function works well in clear water when you
take a series of images of the same subject.
First take an overall image to document the
animal and its location. Then zoom the lens,
press the shutter and you have an enlarged
version of the same animal.
When you reach the limit of the zoom
and the subject is still not large enough in
the frame, not to worry — digital point-andshoot cameras have still more tricks to lend
you a helping hand. Almost all digital pointand-shoot cameras feature close-up capability. The close-up function may be hidden
among the dozens of controls on these electronic marvels, but look for a flower icon,
which has become a standard symbol for
this function.
With most point-and-shoot digital cameras, this default setting means that the lens
will zoom to a wide-angle position. With
the lens in this position, you may find yourself very close to your subject in order to fill
the frame. You can always zoom back the

A

tttlfj f 6

Digital vs. Optical Zoom
Many of the point-and-shoot cameras today
have a digital zoom function that is supposed to extend the capabilities of the optical zoom of the camera lens. In fact, this
feature does no more than crop the image
as it is being exposed on the CCD or CMOS
chip in the camera. It works the same as
cropping images in Adobe Photoshop or Elements. The big drawbacks to using digital
zoom are that it cannot be undone and the
image quality is much less than with the
optical zoom. Since the default for most
cameras is Digital Zoom Off, you should
leave it that way and zoom the image in your
favorite editing program.

lens to give yourself a little working room.
If your camera will not take close-ups while
in the full telephoto mode, just move the
zoom a little and you're in business.
Remember, there are advantages to having the camera close to your subject. Your
images will be clearer since there is less water,
and thus fewer pieces of paniculate matter
(commonly called backscatter when lit by a
flash) suspended between lens and subject.
You will even have more lighting control with
the camera close to the subject. Top lighting,
side lighting and backlighting your subjects
will now be a piece of cake.
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On a trip to South Australia a few years ago, I found myself on Kangaroo Island about
to embark on an adventure to shoot video of leafy sea dragons. My dive partner and I
asked the dive operator if he had a camera table on which we could assemble our rather
complicated underwater video systems. He said confidently, "Sure mate, no worries,"
and proceeded to lead us into the living room of his farmhouse. With the rain pelting
down outside and weak sunlight struggling through the window, Jim, our guide, pointed
to his lace-covered living room table. My buddy and I struggled to set down our 70-pound
cases as Jim flicked the switch of a single overhead 60-watt bulb. In that muted light I
had just 30 minutes to prepare my system to shoot one of the most unusual and beautiful underwater creatures in the world. Time pressure was upon us because it was already
2 p.m. and we needed to get out on the water if we were going to make the shoot work.
Undaunted, I began to unpack my equipment. I had made myself familiar with my
camcorder and underwater housing system through practice, use and, of course, by reading the (dreaded) manuals cover to cover several times. Familiarity with your video system and preparedness, often more than any other factor, determine whether you will bring
the good footage home. Go to www.sportdiver.com/video for tips on video familiarity and
success, and check out the footage of the leafy sea dragons that resulted from following
this time-tested protocol. See you on the Web!
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