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OUR SERVICES

Architectural - Interior – Editorial – Nature and Wildlife – Advertising – Commercial – 
Products - Fashion - Corporate Portraits – Events – Creative Stock – Studio – Aerial – 
Travel – Sports – Landscapes – Lifestyle – Portrait – Food – Healthcare – Industrial

contact: notsquare@fullcirclepix.com
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OUR AWARDS

2013 (USA) - Five Honorable Mention (5 images) for International Photography 
Awards, Professional Category (Wildlife) September.

2012 (USA) - Second Place in the International Photography Awards (IPA), 
Professional Category (Nature/Trees), September.

2012 (USA) - Two Honorable Mention (2 images) for International Photography 
Awards, Professional Category (Nature/Flowers) & (Nature Landscapes), 
September.

2007 (UK) - Semi Finalists for Shell-BBC Wildlife Photographer of the Year Award.

2006 (UK) - Semi Finalists for Shell-BBC Wildlife Photographer of the Year Award.

2008 (Malaysia) - 2 awards from the Malaysian Nature Society’s Raptor Watch 
Wildframe Photography competition, Second placing (Nature) & Second placing 
(People).

2008 (Malaysia) - Merit prize, World Lupus day ‘Anything Butterfly Competition’.

2008 (Malaysia) - 5 Merit Awards for commended photos for the 2008 Wildlife 
Photographer of the Year Award.

2008 (Malaysia) - National Zoo Malaysian One Earth Award - 2008 Malaysian 
Wildlife Photographer of the year award.



The Team
SANJITPAAL SINGH
FOUNDER / SHARPSHOOTER

He’s really good at what he does and has an 
array of international awards to show for it. Calm, 
creative, soft spoken yet wildly passionate about 
his craft, Sanjit has become one of Malaysia’s 
most in demand photographer.

When he’s not shooting, he’s teaching photography 
and when he’s not teaching, he’s reviewing 
cameras for various companies. Always pushing 
the limits of his creativity, expect nothing but the 
best when you put him on the job. 
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AHMAD RAFLIS
GUNSLINGER / PHOTOGRAPHER

With over 15 years of experience in photography, 
Raflis has an unwavering passion for photography. 
He has a knack for being able to work well in various 
situations. With his down to earth attitude and friendly 
nature, he creates the ideal working environment for 
the clients especially during challenging shoots. He’s 
constantly seeking out new adventures whether in 
studio or on location, to express his creativity and to 
socialize with new groups of people.



ASHA ASOGAN
MAKEUP AND HAIR / ARTIST

Asha is a certified makeup and hair artist with an 
advanced diploma in this field. Her talent and friendly 
personality has led her to numerous makeovers on 
clients with various ethnicities. Asha is experienced 
in runway male and female model makeovers, 
catalogue fashion shoots, bridal makeovers and 
theatrical make up for broadcast.

The Team
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DANIEL
CREATIVE DIRECTOR / 
DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY

Armed with a creative understanding of things, a 
sociable character and a meticulous streak to make 
sure all aspects of the project is covered, your project 
is safe in the hands of this seasoned art authority 
who wants nothing less than a 100% success rate 
in your project aspirations.

RAVINDER KAUR
MARKETING DIVA

Besides being the writer, Ravin is the co-founder 
and the brains behind the company’s branding 
and marketing strategies. Currently she is 
pursuing her PhD in wildlife conservation. Ravin 
enjoys photography and often dabbles with macro 
photography. She has been a journalist for various 
travel & photography magazines worldwide.
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Superior by design
ESSENTIAL VISITS THE TROIKA, BRDB’S STUNNING NEW

RESIDENTIAL PROPERTY, AND STEPS INTO THE WORLD OF INTERIOR

DESIGNER GEOFFREY THOMAS

By:  Chad Merchant

Photographer:  Sanjitpaal Singh / fullcirclepix.com

When UK interior designer Geoffrey
Thomas arrived in Malaysia 17 years

ago from Hertfordshire, England, his begin-
nings were indeed humble. Having already paid
his dues and learned the art and business of in-
terior design, Thomas relocated to Kuala
Lumpur, a city that was itself about to explode
onto the international scene. The year was 1995,
the mighty Petronas Towers were only halfway
through their six-year construction, and the city
was in transition. Kuala Lumpur was reinventing
itself, and this enterprising designer had every
intention of being a part of the Malaysian ren-
aissance. Today, Thomas has enviably positioned
himself as one of the most sought-after resi-
dential interior designers in one of the world’s
most unique and cosmopolitan cities.

I got to spend an afternoon with Thomas in an
extraordinary unit at The Troika, an imposing
and impressive condominium located near the
heart of KL. As we wandered from room to
room in the spacious 3,300-square foot apart-
ment, the affable and engaging designer shared
some of his insights and philosophies with me.

“When confronted with an unfinished
space,” Thomas begins, “I approach the design
from a perspective of who I envision living
there and then use that as my inspiration for the
theme and design”. In this instance, Thomas
imagined the occupants as a founding partner in
a hedge fund company now focused on building
his own private investment portfolio, and his
wife, a fine arts graduate with a pedigree in
public relations within the fashion industry

and her own couture consultancy inspired and
influenced by minimalist Japanese aesthetics.
Thomas goes beyond the career aspects of these
fictional occupants to flesh them out more fully
as real people, inventing their own personal
sense of fashion and fitness, their appreciation
for food and wine, and even their lifestyle inter-
ests. He calls this overview the Occupancy
Profile. Once this profile has been determined,
Thomas then sets out to create a masterful, ideal
space in which these imagined occupants can
live and enjoy.

Having designed the show units for a num-
ber of high-end residences in KL, utilising the
Occupancy Profile concept with great results for
not only the specific show units, but for the over-
all development as a whole, meshing the design
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THE NEW BMW 6 SERIES COUPÉ IS A PARADIGM OF MODERN CAR DESIGN,
FUSING CUTTING-EDGE TECHNOLOGY WITH BLISTERING PERFORMANCE AND

STUNNING AESTHETIC APPEAL

Gran design
When we think of luxury or performance

automobiles, we tend to attribute the
Italian models with the perception of sublime
design and aesthetic beauty, and the German
models with cutting-edge engineering and
unparalleled reliability.

Of course there are some notable, iconic ex-
ceptions, but combining high-octane performance
with ethereal beauty is rarely successfully achieved.
In ancient times, it was claimed that alchemists
could transform base metals into the noble
metals, iron into gold. Today, the modern al-
chemists at BMW have achieved something
equally unlikely by blending two opposite ele-
ments, power and beauty, into one, or actually
into 6: namely, the 6 Series Gran Coupé.

Inside and outside, the BMW 6 Series
Gran Coupé is an intricately woven balance of

design and technology. The beautiful contours,
unrelenting attention to detail, and outstanding
performance of the Gran Coupé collectively
represent a unique synthesis of elegance and
athleticism, forming a captivating automobile
that exudes sophistication and individuality.

This car's exterior is a triumph of form and
engineering. Bold, muscular, smooth, and
flowing, are adjectives that rarely sit well
together, but the 6 Series Gran Coupé
encompasses and embodies them all, seamlessly
blending aesthetic beauty with powerful
performance, giving the Gran Coupé an aura of
finesse and invincibility that’s exceedingly rare
in cars today.

The interior is adapted perfectly to both its
driver and passengers. It is said that the BMW
designers drew their inspiration for the frontPhotographer:  Sanjitpaal Singh / fullcirclepix.com
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smoothly with the building’s architecture and
general theme of the property, Thomas seemed
a natural choice for The Troika. At this impres-
sive new building in the heart of KL, he put forth
his talents to great effect, employing his pre-
ferred palette of neutral colours and various
shades of grey to produce an ambience that is at
once minimalist yet warm and welcoming. “I
count the American designers Vicente Wolf and
David Kleinberg among my personal favourites,”
Thomas offered, “and perhaps I am influenced
by their work to a degree. One thing I like to do
is use mirrors to offset focal points within a
room”. Indeed, in the dining room, a narrow
floor-to-ceiling mirror was directly opposite an
art niche, which Thomas used to display a num-
ber of bold, vermillion blocks. He explains: “In a
room with neutral colours, a splash of red is often
a good idea.”

I asked Thomas what some of the challenges
he faced were, both specific to the space at The
Troika and, more generally, in working with clients
whose ideas and demands might occasionally
run counter to his own. “One challenge here
with this unit was working with the odd angles
of some of the rooms. I would walk into a room
and ask myself, ‘What can I do to confuse this
space so that the angles of the architecture don’t
overpower the form and function of the design?’”
Indeed, an appraisal of the apartment’s floor plan
reveals the complexity and challenge Thomas
faced, as two of the unit’s four bedrooms, includ-
ing the master, were beset with particularly un-
orthodox angles. Unsurprisingly, Thomas rose to
the challenge admirably and did perhaps some of
his finest work in this residence in those rooms.

As for meeting the demands of his clients,
Thomas laughed unassumingly and assured me
that one of the biggest challenges was adhering
to the greater desire of clients to showcase and
impress, rather than necessarily to create usable,
practical space. In this sense, function definitely
follows form, and determining which is more im-
portant to the client is a challenge faced by de-
signers the world over.

A hallmark of a discerning designer is not
only listening to the client, but helping the space
achieve a reality that even the client may not
have been able to give words to; in short, to ex-
ceed the expectations and imagination of the
client. I was astonished at the work Thomas has
done at The Troika. His use of tonal, and even
thematic, contrast simply worked and lent an un-
derstated comfort and refinement to what was
already an impressive architectural space. For a
commercial designer, perhaps, functionality
often takes centre stage: the demands of the
business must be met. For a residential designer
like Thomas, however, a greater balance must be
struck. A liveable, functional space is key, of
course, but there must also be a warmth and hu-
manity inherent in the design. Ultimately, it must
be a place in which the occupants – first imag-
ined, but ultimately quite real – must feel com-
fortable; a place they can be proud of, and a
place they can call home.

Geoffrey Thomas has come a long way
from that young man who was such a fresh ar-
rival in KL in the mid-90s. Through his talent,
his methods of creative concept realisation and
application, and no shortage of sheer hard work,
his portfolio of satisfied Malaysian clients has

grown substantially. But his attention to detail
remains, and his passion for his craft is undimin-
ished. His unpretentious and self-effacing nature
makes him eminently approachable and relat-
able, and for a British designer who arrived in the
heart of KL with such lofty ambitions, it’s clear
that the best is yet to come. �

cockpit from exclusive motorboats. The control
instruments in the front are ergonomically
arranged to suit the needs and wants of the
driver, while the sporty rear seats ensure two
passengers enjoy a comfortable ride. The
exclusive, top-quality Nappa leather trim in the
BMW 6 Series Gran Coupé is beautifully
matched with the colour-contrasting stitching
that adorns the leather-coated instrument panel,
the central console, and the upper sections of
the door trim and side panels.

Unsurprisingly, the technology you don’t see
is every bit as impressive as the design that you
do. The BMW legacy of outstanding engine
technology and the sophisticated interplay of
chassis and transmission resound triumphantly
in the Gran Coupé, resulting in driving dynamics
that both excite and deliver, without any
compromises in efficiency and comfort.

The strengths of the BMW inline 6-cylinder
petrol engine are legendary. The powerful
drivetrain in the BMW 640i represents another
highlight in this success story. Boasting 235 kW
(320 hp) of power and 450 Newton-metres of
torque, the fuel consumption of only 7.8 l/100

km is most impressive, particularly considering
the breathtaking acceleration from 0–100 km/h
in only 5.4 seconds.

The BMW 6 Series Gran Coupé is designed
from the inside out with the driver in mind. To
the right of the steering wheel, the switch for
driver assistance systems and the light settings.
Directly in front of you, the well-arranged
cockpit with all the information relevant to
driving and safety, which the full-colour
BMW Head-Up Display from BMW
Connected Drive projects directly into your
field of vision if required.Integral Active Steering,
which varies the steering angle of the rear
wheels, increases agility and manoeuvrability in
any driving situation. The Dynamic Drive
minimises body roll and Dynamic Damping
Control enables individual settings for the shock
absorbers. The 8-speed sport automatic

transmission lets gear changes pass almost
unnoticed while at the same time keeping the
engine in the optimal rev range − resulting in
more dynamics, better fuel efficiency, and
optimal comfort.

Driving Experience Control allows you to
adjust your Gran Coupé to suit your driving
needs at a touch: Switch to the SPORT Mode
and experience pure driving dynamics. The
COMFORT+ Mode ensures a particularly
comfortable ride and, in the ECO PRO Mode,
you can drive the BMW 6 Series Gran Coupé
with optimised fuel consumption. The
innovative BMW ConnectedDrive gives you a
clear view in unclear situations, and the Rear
View Camera provides welcome support
when parking. Interactive lane lines in the image
inform the driver whether or not the parking
space is large enough. In a nod to efficiency,

the BMW 6 Series Coupé offers the Auto
Start/Stop function. The Auto Start/Stop
function switches off the engine when the car is
not moving, whether you’re idling at a traffic light
or waiting in a traffic jam. Releasing the brake
pedal restarts the engine seamlessly and the
journey resumes. 

The result: no unnecessary fuel consumption
and no unnecessary emissions, all with no input
or effort required from the driver. From the
Adaptive LED Headlights that emphasise the
unmistakable appearance of the BMW 6 Series

Gran Coupé and allow fatigue-free driving at
night, to the four-zone automatic climate control
and electric sunblinds for the rear windows and
rear windscreen, the list of driving aids and
technological innovations is as impressive as it
is comprehensive.

Ultimately, this is a breathtaking combination
of sports car cum luxury sedan. Equally at home
in the city or countryside, the stunning BMW 6
Series Gran Coupé is a wolf in chic clothing,
delivering unadulterated driving pleasure with
the greatest of style and comfort.  �
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Best Tourism
Publication
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Malaysia Tourism
Awards
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SkyPark Business Aviation Centre 

N
othing more literally represents the height of luxury than flying in a 

business jet. Being seated in beautiful leather seats, either in a luxurious 

armchair or spread out on a couch, surrounded by beautiful wood trim 

and gold plated fixtures, while cruising at a ceiling of 40,000 feet at 

a speed of nearly 500 KTAS (Knots True Air Speed) or 500 mph, is an 

experience nearly out of this world.

From such great heights landing can be a letdown, but the Skypark Business Aviation 

Centre (BAC) is the perfect solution.  The BAC is located within the confines of Skypark 

Terminal which was formerly known as Terminal 3 of the Sultan Abdul Aziz Shah

International Airport, Subang that has recently undergone a RM42 million renovation 

and refurbishment.  The BAC has since been reinvented as a corporate and business jet 

destination for Malaysia and the region. This newly revamped, sleek and sophisticated 

facility, conveniently located a mere half an hour from Kuala Lumpur, now offers state-

of-the-art facilities and world-class services. It caters to local and international visitors, 

high-net-worth individuals, global corporations and high value investors.

Private jet charter and personal ownership is high in Malaysia, and the BAC in the 

SkyPark Terminal is a popular destination for those who seek to hanger and maintain 

their aircraft at an affordable and convenient location. The BAC is managed and operated 

by SkyPark FBO Malaysia, a joint venture company between Subang SkyPark and Hawker 

Pacific. The BAC is equipped with a luxurious lounge that serves food and beverages, a 

corporate meeting room, a gymnasium and even a cigar room.

For more information, please visit www.skyparkmalaysia.com or www.subangskypark.com.

SoM 29

Sabrina

W
hat better way is there is to relax than with a private cruise on 

board a luxury motor yacht? The change of pace and informal 

environment on a yacht brings people together and gets them 

talking while enjoying themselves in unparalleled luxury.

Sabrina, a luxury motor yacht, is an elegant, stately vessel with a relaxing ambience.

Sabrina offers sumptuous elegance and comfort that will take your mind beyond the 

ordinary. With well-appointed interiors and glorious outdoor areas, this corporate 

charter yacht can accommodate up to 15 guests for a day cruise in its spacious 

social areas ideal for entertaining and featuring a massive upper deck which affords 

spectacular panoramic views.

The Sabrina’s expansive open saloon incorporates dining, bar and lounge areas, all of 

which are roomy enough for sizeable gatherings. For longer charters, accommodations 

are for six guests in two luxurious en suite staterooms and a twin cabin.

Email ruby.lee@simpsonmarine.com for more information about chartering the 

Sabrina yacht. 
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S
ince 1837, Tiffany & Co has been one of the world’s premier jewellers and 

has been at the forefront of the world’s greatest design movements. Its 

Japanese silver won Tiffany & Co the highest honours at the 1878 Paris World 

Exposition and at the turn of the twentieth century, Louis Comfort Tiffany 

emerged as an Art Nouveau leader. 

From glamorous, geometric Art Deco pieces and bold cocktail-style creations to the 

nature-inspired works of Jean Schlumberger and Elsa Peretti, Tiffany & Co has broken new 

ground time and again with exceptional designs that remain relevant today.

Rare and brilliant diamonds, dazzling in Tiffany’s legendary engagement rings, fine 

jewellery, yellow diamond designs and exquisite statement creations have made Tiffany & 

Co the destination for those seeking the best.

For more information on Tiffany & Co products and stores in Malaysia, 

visit www.tiffany.com.

Tiffany & Co
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L U X U R Y …
L A P  O F

his issue of Senses of Malaysia explores some of the 
very best that life can offer in Kuala Lumpur, a world-
class city of the twenty first century. By land, sea and 
air, we take you on a magnificent tour, a “Lap of Luxury”, 
enjoying some of the finest products and services 
available in Malaysia’s capital. 

T
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Mercedes-Benz S500 L

I
t takes something very special to replace the luxury and serenity of a private jet 

as a mode of transport. But Mercedes-Benz, celebrating 125 years of innovation, 

has just the answer in the exquisite form of its S500 L, which has now been 

complimented by a state of the art BlueDIRECT bi-turbo power unit generating 435

Horsepower with a consumption of only 9.3 l/100km.

The Mercedes-Benz S-Class has always been an icon of style and luxury. Its unmistakable 

design combines elegance and effortless superiority in their purest form. The S-class sedans 

have featured many technological innovations over the years. The new S-Class upholds this 

tradition right down to the smallest detail. “This car was the first with airbags, anti-lock 

brakes and air suspension,” notes Roland Folger, President & CEO of Mercedes Malaysia. 

The S500 L is the pinnacle of the executive transports offered by Mercedes. Its 

unmistakable front end, distinctive side line and muscular tail end appear to be cast from 

a single mould. The S-Class embodies exclusivity on four wheels. 

For more information on the S500 L and other Mercedes vehicles, 

visit www.mercedes-benz.com.my.
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ThisMINI’s
THeoNe

Whether in Chilli red or PePPer White,
the neW Mini one is sure to exCite.

M
INI Malaysia has brought
in the newMINI One – the
limited edition MINI which
stood out from the crowd
two years ago and has been
immensely popular ever
since.
The car is powered by a

1.6-litre four-cylinder in-line engine with a six-
speed automatic transmission, which delivers 92hp
and 150Nm of torque.
The newMINI promises a remarkable fuel effi-

ciency reading with an average fuel consumption
rate of 6.7 litres per 100km.
Available in its signature Chilli Red and fashion-

able Pepper White exterior, the MINI One is also
equipped with 15-inch light alloy 5-Star Twin Spoke
wheels as standard, along with some exciting new
additions, including multi-function buttons, sport

steering wheel, rain sensor and
automatic light control,
radio MINI Boost and
Bluetooth hands-
free kit with USB
interface.
“MINI has
always been
a symbol of

urban driving fun,” said BMW Group Malaysia CEO
Dr Gerhard Pils.
“The indispensable element of excitement prom-

ised in each model, combined with agile ‘go-kart’
handling and its most natural characteristic with
cutting-edge efficiency have led to a very successful
MINI story to date. MINI reported a record-breaking
13% growth in vehicle deliveries in Malaysia.”
Three new dealerships in Sabah, Sarawak and in

the Bangsar area, Kuala Lumpur, have been opened.
“This year, we will better this record and I

strongly believe that the newMINI One will help us
achieve this and continue to charmMalaysian MINI
fans further,” said Dr Pils.
The MINI Tender Loving Care (TLC) service pack-

age is available as an optional upgrade for RM4,088
which takes care of the MINI in terms of inspec-
tion and wear and tear repairs for three years or
50,000km, whichever comes first.
MINI TLC package covers work such as engine oil

changes; servicing of the air filter, micro filter, spark
plugs and brake fluid; maintenance and servicing of
brake pads and brake discs; maintenance and servic-
ing of clutch in the event of wear and tear as well
as replacement of windscreen wiper rubbers and
blades.
The retail price (OTR without insurance) for the

newMINI One is RM146,888.

We’ve been Published...
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By LIM CHIA YING
star2@thestar.com.my

THE amazing “crown shyness” effect of the
forest canopy at the Forest Research Institute
of Malaysia had rarely been captured with a

fisheye camera lens when a Malaysian photogra-
pher decided to explore the possibility – and the
stunning result bagged second place at the pres-
tigious International Photography Awards 2012,
in the Nature: Trees category.
Crown shyness describes how the topmost

branches of trees in a rainforest naturally “shy
away” (ie, grow away) from each other so the
leaves can receive the maximum amount of sun-
light (pic left). Local lensman Sanjitpaal Singh’s
image captured the unique effect of “cracks in the
sky” this phenomenon creates, similar to those
you’d see on the ground when soil dries out too
much. His technique lent depth and an unusual
twist to this natural occurrence.
“While I could have done a panorama shot, I

was more inclined towards a single frame that
would show this glorious phenomenon in its
entirety, which is where the fisheye came in,”
says the soft-spoken Sanjit, as he’s more popularly
known.
The second place win is a huge achievement

for the 30-year-old considering that he was up
against professionals from around the world. In
fact, this year’s International Photography Awards
(IPA) received over 10,000 entries frommore
than 100 countries representing six continents, so
Sanjit is clearly elated to have made his mark.
To make the image, Sanjit used his Olympus

E3 with a 8mm fisheye lens, and recalls furiously
clicking as many shots as he could while the light
was good.
“A clear blue sky definitely helped a lot. I tried

out many different angles and had to sift out what
I thought was the best image that fitted what the
judges were looking for.
“I think the judges liked it because crown shy-

ness has never really been shot this way before,
which probably makes (the image) different.
Also, the fisheye lens is mostly used for shooting
architecture and landscape images rather than
something like this,” says Sanjit, who has been a
nature and wildlife photographer for more than a
decade.
This second placing isn’t the only good news;

Sanjit also received honourable mentions in two
other categories – Nature: Flowers for his entry
entitled Dandelion and Nature: Landscapes for
Mystic. He never expected to do so well in such a
prestigious competition, so it came as a pleasant
surprise that his “work is getting somewhere”.
“My intention was to showcase the beauty of

Malaysia – there’s nowhere I would rather do
photography than in my own back yard.
“With wildlife, for example, you could defi-

nitely shoot in Africa but that country is a hot spot
for animals that most of the world already rec-
ognises. Not many people, however, really know
what Malaysia has to offer, which is why I want

to focus my work here.”
While his passion is capturing nature and wild-

life on film, his living comes from other aspects of
photography, such as photojournalism for travel
magazines as well as studio and commercial
shoots – which he considers tough because “the
client is always right and there are always tight
deadlines to meet!”
As a boy, he was intrigued by documentaries

on television showing animals and plants – he
jokes that these were the next best thing to the
Lion King cartoon that he wasn’t allowed to watch
by strict relatives in Singapore where he spent a
big chunk of his school holidays (with his grand-
mother, because his parents were busy).
“I remember the minute I picked up my first

camera, I didn’t want to ever let it go,” he shares.
In college, he enrolled in one semester of pho-

tography where film was still utilised but he is
mostly self-taught, he says, because there weren’t
many photography courses offered a decade or so
ago. He would tag along with his seniors during
his stints with magazines to learn on the job, cut-
ting out photos to research how a certain image
could be shot, and volunteering enthusiastically
for nature assignments.
“The peace, serenity and elements of nature

are special; it’s unlike architecture in the city that
basically stays constant. Every time I venture into
a forest, a different species of bird will fly past or a
different flower would bloom; these are surprises
that await!”
His travels to forests all over the country are

mostly self-funded because corporate sponsor-
ship isn’t there for individual photographers like

him. It doesn’t help that appreciation for nature
photography is low among Malaysians, he says.
As it is, wildlife and the weather are highly

unpredictable and a photographer can emerge
from a whole day spent in a forest with nothing
to show for it. “Sometimes you can come back
from the whole week with only photos of the
rain!”
“It’s a pity that many people don’t understand

the nature of this line. There’s a lot of hard work,
patience, passion and fighting spirit needed on
the part of the cameraman to make it in nature
photography – not forgetting the physical
demands of getting the best shot.”
Sanjit says he has seen BBC photographers

working in the most extreme of conditions just to
capture that perfect shot and moment – from div-
ing into the cold waters of the Arctic to hiking up
treacherous mountain trails.
For him, anything from traversing Sabah’s

beautiful Danum Valley to climbing the Klang
Valley’s steep and challenging Klang Gates Quartz
Ridge just to spend an hour shooting high-altitude
flora is all in a day’s work. And he does all that
while lugging 20kg or so of equipment with him.
After all the time spent in the wilds, Sanjit has

his fair share of “jungle tales” to share. He empha-
sises that prior study and research are crucial and
that one must always stay alert and be respectful
when dealing with nature.
“You just have to be sincere and respectful

(when going into the forest), and know that
funny, unexplained things can happen especially
at night. That’s why I try to go in the mornings
and make my way out early for day shoots.
“One of the weirdest things happened to me

while I was on Pulau Tiga Sabah years ago with
my girlfriend (who is now his wife). We wanted
to go across to the other side of the island to cap-
ture the sunrise. But we kept coming to a point
with no trail in sight; that’s when we realised that
we had been going around in circles inside the
forest. It wasn’t meant to be that time, but I’m still
hopeful of returning there one day to shoot what I
had planned,” he says.
Not that Sanjit avoids night shoots completely;

he likes making stunning images illuminated with
torchlight. He prefers a torch to using a flash, as
the latter does not give him the natural feel he
looks for, he says.

Birds, another favourite subject, are easiest to
spot and photograph if one takes note of their
breeding season, and takes the simple steps of
looking out for a fruiting tree and listening intent-
ly to the sounds to determine the best time when
the birds move out in the morning.
Sanjit credits his wife, a conservation biologist,

with being his best critic: “She is able to see in
images what I can’t sometimes – like how an aes-
thetically pleasing photo may not necessarily con-
vey any message, or speak to the audience. And I
take heed of her advice,” he says with a smile.
In 2006 and 2007, Sanjit was shortlisted as a

semifinalist for the highly acclaimed BBC-Shell
Wildlife Photographer of the Year Award, the
Malaysia One Earth Award (in 2009) and the
Veolis Environment Wildlife Photographer of the
Year 2011. And since 2008, he has been spon-
sored by Olympus Malaysia, with engagements
that include conducting talks and workshops
and producing short documentaries on behalf of
the company. (He’s currently planning a school
photography workshop at the Forest Research
Institute next month.).
These days, he is kept busy with his advertising

job on weekdays and can only indulge in serious
nature photography on weekends or days off. He
is also spending time as a panel judge for compe-
titions; for last year and this year, he was made
the head judge cum facilitator and presenter for
the PutrajayaWetland Biodiversity Photography
Competition.
I ask what a judge looks for in a winning entry,

and he smiles, replying that the images have to
be sharp, creative, and composed in line with
the competition’s theme. “A competition is very
specific in its guidelines, and the judges’ biodata
are usually laid out, so contestants can pick out
the kind of quality, preference and criteria that
the different judges are looking for,” he reveals.
“At the end of the day, it is also basic photography
techniques that apply.”
He’s unperturbed that he won’t receive a cash

prize for that brilliant runner-up placing, adding
ever so modestly that the best reward already
came in this interview with me.
IPA competition director Jade Tran explains via

e-mail that, while the IPA would love to award
the creators of all outstanding works with cash
prizes, it only gives out four cash prizes each
year, for the International Photographer of the
Year, Discovery of the Year, Deeper Perspective
Photographer of the Year, and the Moving Image
Photographer of the Year, which is a new category
introduced this year.
For the competition this year, which is the IPA’s

10th anniversary, finalists and subcategory win-
ners were chosen by the largest jury pool to date:
more than 80 international photography profes-
sionals. The winners of the four cash-awarded
categories will be announced at the 10th Annual
Lucie Awards tomorrow in Los Angeles.
(The Lucie Awards are a signature programme

of the IPA, which is a sister effort of the Lucie
Foundation.)

n To view more of Sanjitpaal Singh’s works, visit
fullcirclepix.com or jitspics.com.
An enhanced version of this story is available

through The Star Editor’s Choice, a free download-
able app for tablet devices.‘Cracks in the sky’: crown Of Shyness won Malaysian cameraman Sanjitpaal Singh second place in a prestigious international photography

competition. — Photos by SanJItPaaL SInGH

Nature boy: Sanjit’s passion for recording the natural world in all its glory means
that he often has to lug kilos of heavy photography equipment deep into the jungle.

Waiting for the best lighting and composition resulted in a shot that perfectly shows off a purple heron. Sometimes, you have to wait all day to get rare shots like this one, of a helmeted hornbill. research into the habits of cattle egrets helped Sanjit get this shot.

Shot at night, this plant image was made with the
help of torchlight, which Sanjit prefers over the
camera’s flash.

Sanjit wants to share Malaysia’s natural treasures with the world with pictures like these.

Capturing nature’smagican award-winning lensman
shares the stories behind his
images.
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Immortalizing
Nature

Sanjitpal Singh, photographer 
of Malaysian nature and wild-
life has earned varoius awards 
for his photographs. He was 
semifinalist for BBC-Shell 
Wildlife Photographer of the 
Year Award in 2006 and 2007. 
He earned the Malaysian One 

Earth Award from National Zoo in 2009. He also 
collaborated with several environmental NGOs 
and received numerous accreditations. 

He says: We can’t say, “Don’t chop any trees at 
all and as far as they do it in a sustainable way, 
it can be accepted. I would be more involved 
when I am looking in animals and birds and see-
ing their homes and habitants is gone. So I’m 
not against anything, but I try to take photo-
graphs as much as I can, before these disappear. 
The other thing we have seen is poaching. The 
indigence people told us that they found illegal 
hunters in the forest. They killed couple of birds 
and went up to the trees and took birds from 
their nests. It happens, but that is not my mis-
sion. My mission is not to stop poaching or log-
ging. It is just very behind my control. But what 
in my control is that I can go out with indigence 
people and take photographs of what is beautiful 
there. May be some day it is all gone and we can 
say: “Hay, this is used to be there and see how 
beautiful it was.”

Sanjit aims to present the beauty of Malaysia to 
the world to support environmental conservation 
works.

,87Persian 
Tourist 
Monthly
Vol.4, No.41
May. 2011
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1. Apa pandangan anda terhadap anugerah IPA?
 Ia merupakan salah satu anugerah gambar 

terbesar di Amerika Syarikat dan ramai 
jurufoto menggunakannya sebagai platform 
untuk mendedahkan hasil kerja mereka. 
Tetapi keistimewaan pertandingan ini adalah 
penitikberatannya pada segi kreatif dan seni 
fotografi, dan bukannya aspek tradisional – 
mereka bersikap lebih liberal dan terbuka, dan 
ini membolehkan anda menjana gambar melalui 
kreativiti anda sendiri. Tema-tema yang diberikan 
tidak terhad dan para hakim mengatakan dengan 
jelas, “Kagumkan kami.” 

2. Bagaimana anda mengetahui tentang IPA?
 Saya hanya melayari internet dan melakukan 

penyelidikan yang biasa saya lakukan. Saya 
menjumpainya, lantas isteri saya menggalakkan 
saya untuk menyertainya. Saya sangat tertarik 
kepadanya kerana ia bukan sahaja anugerah dari 
negara Amerika Syarikat, tetapi juga bertaraf 
antarabangsa.

3. Terangkan setiap gambar penyertaan anda 
kepada IPA.

 “Crown of Shyness”– Jika anda sering pergi ke 
FRIM, anda akan dapati bahawa daun pokok di 
kanopi tidak menyentuh antara satu sama lain, 
dan kebanyakan orang hanya melihatnya dari 
aspek tersebut. Saya fikir ia akan menjadi lebih 
menarik jika merakamnya ke dalam seluruh 
bingkai gambar, iaitu dari akar ke atas. Dengan 
lensa 8mm fisheye dan kamera E-3 dari Olympus, 
saya dapat menunjukkan seluruh tarikan itu dari 
perspektif yang berbeza.

 “Dandelion” – Saya merakam gambar ini beberapa 
tahun lalu ketika melakukan kajian untuk kamera 
Olympus Pen E-PL1 dan lensa kit 14-42mm. Ia 
berlaku secara tidak dijangkakan; saya tiba awal 
di Putrajaya untuk mesyuarat dan ternampak 
matahari sedang mula bersinar. Berdekatan situ, 
terdapat hamparan rumput dan cahaya adalah 
sempurna pada ketika itu. Tidak terfikir bahawa 
saya pernah membuatkan rumput kelihatan baik 
sebelum ini!

‘‘MALAYSIA BOLEH!’’
Pada dua bulan lepas, dua daripada jurufoto yang rapat dengan kami, iaitu jurufoto 
hidupan liar/alam semulajadi, Sanjitpaal Singh dan jurufoto kewartawanan Glenn Guan, 
telah memenangi anugerah yang berprestij. Kami berjaya bertemu dengan kedua-dua 
jurufoto ini untuk mengetahui lebih informasi mengenai kemuncak kerjaya serta imej 
kemenangan mereka.

 “Mystic” – Pada pendapat saya, waktu terbaik untuk merakam 
gambar adalah semasa cuti awam dan ini merupakan gambar yang 
dirakam pada perayaan Hari Raya tahun lepas. Saya tiba di Ulu 
Yam sekitar pukul 7 pagi dan bergerak perlahan-lahan ke bahagian 
hulu sungai. Kemudian, saya terkejut untuk melihat batu-bata 
yang berdiri ke atas dan ia memang  harus dirakamkan! Saya telah 
menghabiskan masa yang agak lama di sana supaya ‘struktur’ yang 
menakjubkan itu dapat dirakam dari pelbagai sudut. Kemudian, saya 
dapati bahawa anak-anak kampung tempatan bersaing bersama 
rakan-rakan mereka untuk membina struktur menegak yang paling 
tinggi, dan mereka akan pulang ke rumah dengan senyuman.

4. Bagaimanakah keadaan pengalamanan anda kali ini berbanding 
dengan pertandingan peringkat antarabangsa yang anda sertai 
sebelum ini?

 Saya tidak mengharapkan kemenangan. Saya hanya mahu 
mewujudkan kehadiran dan mendedahkan sifat gambar hidupan liar 
saya. Ia adalah satu bentuk resumé bagi saya. 

5. Jadi, apakah langkah seterusnya selepas pertandingan ini? 
Saya akan menyertai pertandingan lain yang akan datang jika saya 
mempunyai sesuatu yang bernilai untuk dipersembahkan. Apa yang 
saya benar-benar ingin lakukan adalah untuk mendapat seberapa 
banyak liputan yang mungkin mengenai hasil karya saya, serta 
menghampiri syarikat korporat untuk mendapatkan pembiayaan/
tajaan untuk terus mengambil gambar alam semulajadi dan hidupan 
liar di Malaysia/Asia – inilah yang mahu saya capai. Tetapi sekali lagi, 
anda tidak boleh menafikan rasa hati anda: saya ingin menunjukkan 
kepada dunia bahawa Malaysia memiliki kecantikan alam semulajadi 
dan hidupan liar yang unik, dan ini merupakan apa yang benar-
benar saya mahu lakukan. Hutan adalah warisannya tersendiri! 
Secara jujur, kerja ini merupakan sesuatu yang tidak mendatangkan 
pendapatan wang kerana ia hampir seperti usaha pemuliharaan, dan 
kebanyakan orang melakukan kerja ini kerana mempunyai semangat 
yang teguh. Mereka menyukainya dan akan terus melakukannya! 

6. Adakah anda mempunyai idola tertentu?
	 •	Mattias	Klum	–	beliau	sentiasa	mempunyai	cara	untuk	mengasingkan	

subjek utama dan menarik tumpuan anda ke arah itu.

	 •	Michael	‘Nick’	Nichols	–	rakaman	aksi	beliau	termasuklah	berlari,	
makan dan lain-lain terdapat cerita yang menakjubkan untuk 
dipersembahkan dengan setiap gambar.

	 •	Tim	Laman	–	beliau	mencipta	pelbagai	sudut	kreatif	dan	tidak	
pernah gagal dalam projek intensif jangka panjang, seperti “Birds 
of Paradise”, di mana beliau mengusahakannya selama 10 tahun! 
Semangat beliau sentiasa membara dan beliau sering mendapat 
rakaman terbaik. Ini menunjukkan bahawa beliau telah mengkaji 
haiwan dengan begitu teliti kerana beliau sentiasa tahu waktu dan 
lokasi spesifik untuk mendapatkan haiwan-haiwan tersebut.

	 •	Frans	Lanting	–	beliau	sentiasa	muncul	dengan	sudut	rakaman	
yang paling kreatif dalam habitat haiwan. 

7.  Adakah anda mempunyai nasihat untuk jurufoto alam semula jadi di 
luar sana?

 Berhati-hati di luar sana! Baru-baru ini, saya terdengar tentang 
seorang	jurufoto	yang	tersesat	di	Gunung	Nuang,	Selangor	dan	
satu lagi yang terhanyut di sungai. Sebahagian penyelidikan yang 
anda haruslah melakukan adalah tentang keadaan cuaca dan 
bukan menumpukan perhatian kepada haiwan sahaja. Ia amat 
menyedihkan untuk menghilangkan jurufoto alam semulajadi 
dengan begitu saja. Juga, jangan berputus asa; anda tidak akan 
sentiasa mendapat gambar di tempat yang sama dengan cara yang 
sama, kerana ia adalah berbeza setiap kali dan ini boleh menambah 
koleksi gambar anda. 

Sanjitpaal Singh 
Jurufoto yang mendambakan kecantikan alam
International Photography Awards (IPA) 2012 - 
kategori profesional

•	Tempat	kedua	dalam	kategori	“Nature	–	Trees”	dengan	
penyertaan gambar “Crown of Shyness” 

•	Sebutan	Honourable	Mention	dalam	kategori	“Nature	
– Flowers” dengan penyertaan gambar “Dandelion” 

•	Sebutan	Honourable	Mention	dalam	kategori	“Nature	
– Landscape” dengan penyertaan gambar “Mystic”

Untuk melihat lebih banyak hasil kerja Sanjitpaal, lawati http://jitspics.deviantart.com/gallery dan www.fullcirclepix.com atau 
laman Facebook beliau www.facebook.com/sanjitpaal.singh.

Semua imej oleh Sanjitpaal Singh

We’ve been Published...

FULLCIRCLEPIX.COM©



…from the edge
postcards

 

28 29

…from the edge
postcards

digital camera

L eaping off boats and hanging from 
trees, encountering venomous 
snakes face to face, stumbling 
onto a swarm of scorpions, having 
elephants bulldozing their way 

through me and being the hunter hunted. 
It’s bloody dangerous out there. every 
step is taken with deep consideration 
and I will wake up early the next day to 
do it all over again.

so how did you get your start 
in photography?
I started out in photography with the sole 
purpose of being a photographer and live my 
dreams of being in foreign places and 
capturing the best of them. Of course, the 
beginning was the toughest period of my life. 
I had no camera, no money and hardly any 
experience. With the best of friends and their 
constant support and motivation, I managed 
to land a couple of jobs and just kept going 
from there, ever building my portfolio.

What made you choose Nature as your 
main focus?
I’ve always had a fascination for animals and 
they intrigue me in many ways. From their 

built, their calls, their habits and colors. Only 
when we’re able to get close to one, we can 
truly appreciate their most intricate details. I 
must admit that I’m a bit of an adrenaline 
junkie. Getting close to an animal in the wild 
keeps me on the edge somewhat like being in 
a horror flick, only without the outtakes.

Where have you been for shoots in the  
last two years?
My past two years in photography has been 
concentrated in the Belum-Temenggor State 
Park in Northern Perak. Noted as one of the 
oldest rainforests in the world, I’ve had 
more luck photographing hornbills rather 
than larger mammals. I’ve also been 
spending much time in Kuala Selangor, 
Fraser’s Hill, Borneo and a couple more 
secret spots.

What sort of pitfalls did you encounter in 
the first year of being in forests?
Being in the forest requires a tremendous 
amount of stamina. We’d walk long 
distances with everything on our backs. 
Camera equipment, tents, food and cooking 
utensils. Fortunately, our guides were always 
willing to lend a hand. The longer the trip, 

Adrenaline 
rush
Nature is not a bed of roses. Sanjitpaal 
Singh shares his passion for things wild 
and untouched...

Who: Sanjitpaal Singh   
(Sanjit) - of passion, intensity  
and enthusiasm with  
numerous awards.

What: To show the beauty of 
Malaysia’s enchanting rainforests 
to the world - before it’s too late.

Where: Lives in Kuala Lumpur 
and lives to explore, experience 
and impart through photography.
Kit list: Olympus E-3,  Olympus 
E-5 pro camera bodies with Zuiko 

Digital ED 12-60mm f/2.8-4.0 
SWD, Zuiko Digital ED 
50-200mm f/2.8-3.5 SWD, Zuiko 
Digital ED 50mm f/2.0 SWD 
Macro, Zuiko Digital ED 300mm 
f/2.8, Zuiko Digital EC-20 2x 
Teleconverter, Panasonic 
AVCCAM, SanDisk Cards, 
Manfrotto Tripods and  
Lowepro bags.

More info at: 
fullcirclepix.com,  jitspics.
deviantart.com & jitspics.com

MISSION FACTFILE
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“I’m in it for the wildlife and the photography. It’s a rush 
that is hard to put into words to truly reflect what I feel 
everytime I’m out there in the jungle.”

30 31

01  silvered Leaf Monkey 
(Trachypithecus cristatus) 
(previous page)
A touching moment between an 
adult and its young.

02  alice in Wonderland
Fungi often present an opportunity 
for great photos. What better way 
to keep busy while waiting for your 
main subject.

03  Hell Hath No Fury...
My wife is a Scorpio and we all know 
not to mess around with them the 
wrong way.

04  Helmeted Hornbill 
(Rhinoplax vigil)
Known for their mid air head-butts 
in territorial battles & poached for 
their ivory. They are one of the 
largest hornbill species in Malaysia 
and able to grow up to five feet 
from tip to tip.

08
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Have you ever been published?
I have been published in the local dailies 
such as The Star, Oriental Daily News, 
Kosmo and magazines such as Senses of 
Malaysia, The Expat, Readers Digest and 
many others. I’ve also done a few 
advertorials for Olympus Malaysia.

Besides nature, what else do you enjoy 
photographing?
When I’m back in the other jungle, the 
concrete one that (just barely) pays my bills, 
I do a lot of advertising and travel 
photography and at times it seems like the 
opportunities are endless. I try to keep in 
touch with other fellow photographers as 
often as possible and photograph with them. 
I love sharing ideas with them and to see 
how we can work together for projects. I like 
to treat every photographer as a friend 
rather than a competitor; knowledge shared 
is knowledge earned.

Is your life always like this, living on the 

the more weight on our backs. Jungles are 
often regarded as dangerous and we just 
need to play by its rules. Also, there are no 
forms of communication with the outside 
world. I’ve been bitten by a snake and all I 
remember was waking up in a hospital two 
days later; allergic reactions that left my 
skin looking like that of a crocodile’s and 
the usual leech infections. 

How did you develop the patience 
required of a nature photographer?
I guess I’m just going all out all the time to 
get the images that would send me home 
smiling. Having to spend time waiting 
patiently either under a tree or even in the 
rain is no bother for me. I’m in it for 
photography and there’s never a dull 
moment. At times I even tell myself to 
pause and just admire the surroundings. 
I’m in it for the wildlife and the 
photography. It’s a rush that is hard to put 
into words to truly reflect what I feel 
everytime I’m out there in the jungle.

03 04 05

05  rajah Brooke’s 
Birdwing Butterfly 
(Trogonptera brookiana)
The intricate details on the Rajah 
Brooke’s Birdwing Butterfly, 
Malaysia’s National Butterfly.

06  a chance Encounter
Based on previous experiences, 
quick thinking can help you make 
the best of your photography in 
the wild. Just as unpredictable as 
wildlife, a rainbow cast itself after a 
day’s storm and was gone within 
10 minutes. 

07  Good Morning, sunshine! 
Lovely rays of the morning sun 
piercing through the forest after a 
heavy downpour the night before.

08  skink (Scincidae) 
Skinks are common throughout 
the country and can even be found 
in greener regions of the city.

edge all the time?
Yes, it has its moments and inasmuch as I 
love for it to be constantly as exciting as being 
in the forests, I do get the hint for this rolling 
stone to slow down and gather some moss. 
Slowing down acts as a reminder to never lose 
focus in the true essence of my photography 
works. I also realize that I have a wife to look 
after now, as such I’ve started to venture into 
shoots that help with the bills and to support 
my future endeavors in the wild.

Is it important to have a 
supportive spouse?
It is of utmost importance to have a 
supportive spouse, better yet when you share 
the same passion. My wife is a conservation 
biologist who also happens to be a wildlife 
junkie like me. We assist each other in 
wildlife research, blending her scientific data 
together with our visual documentation. She 
goes with me to the jungle, sharing my most 
passionate moments amid the blood, sweat 
and tears. If she were an ordinary person who 

didn’t understand what I do and why I do it, 
we’d have parted ways long ago.

so what are you working on at the moment?
Currently, I’m working on scheduling wildlife 
expeditions within Malaysia for 2011, and 
although research takes up much time, it’s 
always worth the while. I’m also working on a 
website to showcase my works of almost 10 
years now, as well as working on obtaining 
sponsorship to continue photographing 
Malaysia’s natural heritage.

What sort of legacy would you like to  
leave behind?
Not only images that show beauty of our 
biodiversity, I strive to capture lasting images 
for educational purposes. Similar to the 
images for the scientific reports by my wife, 
if a certain wildlife is not seen in their true 
essence, would anyone ever realize how they 
truly lived? 

Sanjitpaal Singh, 2010

02

06

07

digital camera

We’ve been Published...

READERS GET A CHANCE TO LEARN 
ABOUT CREATIVE STILL-LIFE

Exposure

Readers had a great time learning how to shoot still-life images. 

Although he’s more at home capturing tigers in 
India or eagles in Norway, wildlife photographer 
Andy Rouse has spent the last month capturing 
portraits of the 25 Winalot Family Moments 
competition finalists. The contest required families 
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Aver Awards had their monthly Lepak Corner 
again and this time around, the topic was 
Creative Still-Life. Working together with 
professional photographer, Sanjitpaal Singh, 
readers had an opportunity to learn and shoot 
still-life. Sanjit planned three activities on that 
day. First; creating heart-shaped shadows 
with a ring, second; capturing liquid splashes 
and third; shooting commercial still-life. Sanjit 
taught our readers how to manipulate lightings 
to create stunning images and also how to 
properly place different products to bring out 
the beauty in them. Everyone had a hands-on 
experience handling the equipments needed 
to shoot still-life images. Giving a step-by-
step guidance, our readers got a thorough 
understanding of  the basics of  shooting 
still-life and what are the major concerns that 
commonly occur when shooting them. Great 
promotional deals for various products were 
given by Aver Awards to the readers who joined 
us on that day too. 

Catch us on the next Lepak Corner on the 
20th of February 2011 from 12pm-5pm at e@
Curve to learn about High-speed Flash!
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By LOUISA LIM
louisa@thestar.com.my

A mass of angry storm clouds 
looming threateningly over-
head would normally ruin a 

person’s day, but Sanjit Singh, 27, 
refuses to be affected by nature’s 
fickle disposition. 

He is perched casually on a rock 
in a deserted corner of the 
Wetlands Park in Putrajaya, cradling 
a mammoth-sized Olympus E3 as if 
it were his child. 

The weather (or the relentless 
mosquitoes) is the least of his 
concerns. Ch’ien C. Lee (story on 
page 6) is, incidentally, Sanjit’s 
greatest hero, and he’s determined 
to be as good, if not better, than the 
renowned wildlife photographer 
himself.

Suddenly, Sanjit sees a flash of 
azure out of the corner of his eye. 
He stops fiddling with his camera to 
look up. There, across the lake, is a 
blue heron basking and preening. 

It is time to go for broke. 
He gingerly lifts the device to his 

face, careful not to make even the 
slightest sound. A small movement 
on the heron’s part is greeted by a 
burst of shutter-clicking frenzy.
Click-click-click-click-click. Done in a 
millisecond, he then shifts his atten-
tion to another unsuspecting beau-
ty. 

This time, however, Sanjit — long 
hair in a ponytail and eyes 
narrowed in deep contemplation — 
isn’t as lucky. In the second that he 
takes to adjust the position of his 
camera, his subject spots him, 
squawks contemptuously and flits 
off.

There’s no better person than 
someone like Sanjit to tell you that 
every second counts in life. Miss it, 

and you’ll lose a good moneymak-
ing shot. Miss it, and you would 
be putting up with the sun and 
the rain for nothing. 

“It’s not as easy as it looks,” he 
says. “You wait for long hours 
under trying conditions. You have 
to be patient and weather-resistant. 
You need to know your subject’s 
habits, their personalities.”

With seven years of experience 
under his belt, Sanjit isn’t exagger-
ating. He pores through stacks and 
stacks of wildlife magazines and 
journals to learn about his subjects. 
He visits the national zoo to take 
practice shots. And he also performs 
location stakeouts, where he’d visit 
a place to study his subject’s routine 
before bringing in the SLR. In short, 
he is an unappointed, unofficial 
ecologist. 

He knows each creature by name 
(“That’s a painted stork. I can give 
you its scientific name if you want,” 
he offers). Heck, he even knows 
where it’ll show up and the exact 
time that it does (“6.30pm, they’ll 
fly in that direction,” he points out).

“I love working with animals 
because they don’t complain. But 
the downside is that they don’t go: 
‘Hey that’s a good picture, here’s ten 
bucks’,” he jokes. 

The soft-spoken Sanjit has 
manners more fitting for a philoso-
phy professor than a rugged wildlife 
photographer. Currently, he’s in the 
middle of a project — a visitor’s 
guide to the Parks of Putrajaya — 
and, as such, has been arriving at 
the wetlands for the past few weeks 
as early as 6am to capture the 
animals on their morning rounds, 
and staying put till 6pm when the 
animals emerge to feast for the 
second time of the day. 

Because of the challenges 

involved in wildlife photography, 
there are hardly any full-timers in 
Malaysia. In fact, the prize for this 
year’s Best Wildlife Photographer 
went to Ling Ai Teng, 38, an insur-
ance company marketing manager. 
It took her two full days of waiting 
to come up with the winning shot 
of an adult hummingbird feeding its 
baby and, even then, two days is 
considered providential. A good 
photograph, it seems, could take 
much longer to produce.

But scanning his idyllic surround-
ings, Sanjit remarks: “If I could, I 
don’t ever want to leave. I feel sad 
when the time comes because I 
really love the great outdoors. It’s 
very therapeutic.”

A flock of white cattle egrets soar 
above him. They are heading for the 
trees in the middle of the lake 
where hundreds of other egrets, 
herons and storks have gathered as 
the sun begins its descent. Except 
for the synchronised cawing of the 
birds, the park is still and peaceful.

“The Serengeti or the Amazon 
might be a glamorous place for a 
photographer, but I don’t think I’ve 
ever dreamt of going elsewhere to 
hone my craft,” he says. 

“Malaysia is amazing as it is. 
There are just so many different 
types of wildlife here that it’s such a 
waste not to document their exist-
ence with pictures. I want to 
capture our native wildlife in their 
truest essence, to show the world 
how great they are.”

Sanjit’s current obsession: a 

helmeted hornbill, which is not, 
according to him, a very fine-look-
ing creature but magnificent never-
theless due to its sheer scale. 

(His most recent pictures of these 
elusive creatures, which took about 
two weeks of waiting time, had 
recently piqued the interest of 
National Geographic. At the time of 
writing, Nat Geo is currently 
reviewing it for a project.)

In the meantime, Sanjit is hoping 
to spend another few weeks in the 
Royal Belum-Temenggor Rainforest, 
one of his favourite places to go for 
great wildlife shots. Like other 
Malaysian wildlife photographers, 
Sanjit’s true talent (and patience) is 
only put to the test when he is 
working in a tropical jungle.

“When you’ve got blood-sucking 
leeches, snakes that can fly from 
tree to tree, nothing but dense foli-
age all around you, it’s much harder 
to think about lighting, composition 
and exposure,” he says. “Not only is 
it more treacherous, it’s a lot tricki-
er. You need to spot the animals 
before they spot you. And you have 
to make sure that you don’t end up 
as tiger food.” 

But Sanjit’s real fear, it seems, is 
not getting lost (once for seven 
hours), falling ill (despite experienc-
ing a nasty allergic reaction that had 
spread to his face), close brushes 
with deadly predators (he saw a 
cobra thrice in the wetlands) or the 
supernatural (they’re just playful 
spirits), it is to stumble upon illegal 
poachers.

“They bring their guns and 
they’re not afraid to kill. Thankfully, 
I haven’t met one face-to-face, but I 
did come across their camp,” he 
says. 

And as much as Sanjit wants to 
stay on top of his game, there are 
certain principles he sticks faithfully 
by.

“Some wildlife photographers set 
up their pictures because it makes 
their job a whole lot easier,” he said. 

“For instance, I could leave food 
for the cobra so I’d be able to lure it 
to a more convenient place, but it’s 
wrong to do that because it makes 
the animal dependent on humans. 
It’s important not to interfere with 
the natural order of things.”

Without warning, the stillness of 
the park is interrupted by the loud 
rustling of bushes just a few feet 
away. Sanjit’s head whips around in 
time to catch sight of a monitor 
lizard clambering as quickly as it 
could manage from one end of the 
path to the other. It is huge, all 
right; the size of a mini komodo 
dragon. But this vision disappears as 
quickly as it appeared, all in a 
matter of seconds.

Clenching his camera tightly, 
Sanjit says: “Oh, well. Maybe next 
time.”

� To see more of Sanjit Singh’s 
photos, visit http://jitspics.deviantart.
com

Clockwise from 
top: A shot of 
Sanjit Singh and 
a showcase of 
his wildlife 
pictures.

Enthused 
by nature

A new breed of Malaysian photographers shows that 
complacency is not optional when it comes to nature. 
And just to prove their point, they traipse through mud, 
scale mountains and endure potentially fatal insect 
bites. Meet the Indiana Joneses of photography.

> MORE ON NEXT PAGE
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Messages 
from nature
Sanjitpaal Singh shares his 
experiences with nature through 
the lens of his camera 

Sanjitpaal Singh is 
a Kuala Lumpur-born 
award-winning nature 
and wildlife photographer. 
With more than 10 years 

of experience in the industry, he 
was won various prestigious awards, 
including being shortlisted as a 
semifinalist for the UK’s BBC-Shell 
Wildlife Photographer of the Year 
Award in 2006 and 2007 and receiving 
the Malaysian One Earth Award in 
2009. He was also a semifinalist for 
the UK’s Veolia Environment Wildlife 
Photographer of the Year in 2011 and 
a runner-up for the US’ International 
Photography Awards (professional 
category, nature/trees) in 2012.

Sanjit is a self-taught professional 
who gained knowledge of 
photography through books, 
magazines and the Internet. “I have 
always had a fascination with the 
great outdoors from my adventures 
through the bushes as a young boy, 
to the primetime weekly TV spot of 
National Geographic,” he says. 

Sanjit recalls that from the minute 

he picked up a camera he realised that 
he never wanted to let go. In college, 
he enrolled himself for one semester 
of photography. He tagged along with 
his seniors on various assignments 
and was always the first to volunteer 
for nature projects. 

Sanjit has a particular love 
for wildlife photography as the 
tranquillity of nature holds a special 
place in his heart. “I embrace the peace 
and solitude,” he says, adding that 
he enjoys stargazing as well, which 
would be impossible to do under the 
brightness of city lights. 

He believes that he keeps a 
respectful attitude towards nature 
on his many visits into the forest. 
“In the wild, we’re in the world of 
the unknown,” he says. “It reflects 
our inability to predict the future. 
Furthermore, when we’re in the wild, 
[we should] consider it as being in the 
house of a host.”

Sanjit draws his inspiration from 
the hidden beauties of Malaysia, and is 
passionate about the rich forests and 
natural resources that the country has 
to offer. He aims to focus on his work 
in the country and showcase it to the 
world. He believes that as animals are 

“voiceless”, the only means for him to 
transmit their message to the world is 
through his photography.

Wildlife photography can be a very 
taxing endeavour. Sanjit often has 
to go deep into the forest with about 
20kg of equipment strapped onto his 
body. But it is worth it, as each time he 
goes in, he has a chance of capturing 
that once-in-a-lifetime shot. 

Apart from shooting the flora and 
fauna, Sanjit loves capturing shots of 
birds. He attributes all his work to his 
wife Ravinder Kaur, a conservation 
biologist who heads her own nature 
research-based company called Gaia 
and accompanies Sanjit on most of his 
trips.

Sanjit uses an Olympus E-System 
camera  and 300mm f/2.8 Zuiko 
Digital Lens with a 2x Teleconverter 
for most of his shoots. For shooting 
wildlife, the camera settings for 
each shot are very specific and the 
lighting conditions play an important 
role. While Sanjit also relies on his 
camera’s shutter speed to capture the 
tremendous speed of the wild animals, 
through experience, he is sometimes 
able to anticipate the animal’s next 
move and plan his shot ahead of time. 

Today, apart from being an 
established wildlife photographer, 
Sanjit is the owner of fullcirclepix.
com, which provides photography 
services for events and creative 
assignments for various established 
magazines in Malaysia. A front 
cover shot by Sanjit helped Senses of 
Malaysia magazine win the Malaysia 
Tourism Award for the best travel 
lifestyle magazine in 2011. 

Sanjit’s love of photography 
has gained him sponsorships 
from Olympus Malaysia and 
Datacolor Spyder, Hong Kong. 
With his experience, he also 
conducts photography workshops 
and seminars, and has judged 
photo competitions in Malaysia 
and Singapore. He is also an avid 
contributor to DSLR magazine and a 
columnist for Aperture magazine. 

Using his knowledge of 
photography to encourage learning 
in the community, Sanjit conducted 
theory sessions at a charitable event 
called Making Connection, which 
aims at teaching underprivileged 
children the basics of photography, 
and motivating them to perhaps take 
it up as a profession. In his spare time, 
he continues to offer classes to the 
underprivileged. 

Gonsalves is the founder of The Arts 
Central, a free global community website 
for artists. To view more works or to find 
out more about the artist featured here, 
please visit http://www.theartcentral.com

 by Nigel 
goNsalves

Sanjitpaal captures the beauty of nature 
and conveys the message of ‘voiceless’ 
animals through his photography

�

By AidA AhmAd
aidaahmad@thestar.com.my
Photos courtesy of SAnjitPAAl
Singh

Valentine’s Day is celebrated on
Feb 14 in many parts of the
world, when loved ones

shower each other with gifts and
chocolates.
But did you know that Feb 13 is

“Love Hornbills Day”?
This day of recognition for the

Bucerotidae family of birds was
coined by Prof Pillai Poonswad, a
pioneer in Hornbill conservation and
hailed as the Great Mother of the
Hornbills more than 30 years ago.
Her purpose was to save threatened

Hornbills and their rainforest habi-
tats.
“Love Hornbills Day is a big affair

in Thailand and India but not so
much in Malaysia. There should be
more publicity here as they are such
fascinating creatures and Malaysia
has 10 species of hornbills,” said
Ravinder Kaur, a conservationist
specialising in Hornbills.
It isendearinglisteningtoRavinder

romanticise the courtship of horn-
bills. She stated as a matter of fact
that Hornbillsweremonogamous, as
in they pair for life.
She said the male Hornbills are

considered the sole breadwinners or
in their case seed winners, and dedi-
cated to protecting the families.

Ravinder, 30, went on to explain
that before mating season, the
female bird seals herself inside a tree
cavity, which becomes her home,
and waits for her male partner to
feed her. The tree cavity is sealed
with mud or sap and the opening is
just big enough to receive food two
to three times a day, mostly figs,
insects and other animal matters.
The feeding times will increase to

five or six times a day when the
female has to raise a single chick.
“This is to protect the females and

their chicks frompredators. But some
say it is so the females can remain
faithful,” said Ravinder in jest.
Evidently, when a female Hornbill

tries to leave the hole, themale part-
ner will entice her with fruit.
“Let’s just say the female cannot

live without the male. If the male
dies or is poached, the female and its
chicks may starve to death.”
Her findings are based on years of

observation when camping out in
the Belum-Temenggor forest in
Perak.
Ravinder received her Masters in

Science (Animal Behaviour) from
Universiti Malaysia Sabah. She will

also be submitting a paper based on
the breeding habits of the biggest
Asian Hornbills — Helmeted, Great
and Rhinoceros, during the Hornbill
Conference in Manila in April 2013.
Her day in the jungle starts before

sunrise where she hikes into the
depths in the dark.
“The first Hornbill feed starts as

soon as there is light at about 7am.
These birds are smart and very sen-
sitive to the surroundings. If they see
me, they won’t feed and my day is
over.”
Sometimes it takes hours before

anything happens. Armed with bin-
oculars and her favourite reading
material, Ravinder’s forest stakeout
lasts until sundown and she needs to
stay alert for Hornbills as well as
other wild animals.
“Also, these are not silent birds.

They lack underwing coverts which
make them generate a loud “whoos-
hing” sound, announcing their arriv-
al,” she said.
Why are Hornbills so important to

the forest?

“They are considered nature’s gar-
deners. Hornbills can consume
large seeds whole and undamaged
and pass these seeds out all over the
forest.”
The whimsical courtship of Horn-

bills is inawaymirroredinRavinder’s
marriage to award-winning wildlife
photographer Sanjitpaal Singh.
“She packs the clothes, I pack

cameras. I wouldn’t be doingwildlife
photography if we had not met,”
said Sanjit.
Both of them were pen pals at the

tender age of 13. “I put out a mes-
sage “Seeking Sincere Friendship” in
Galaxiemagazine,” said Sanjit, while
Ravinder added that they finally met
after five years of correspondence.
Now that both of them have a

mutual love for hornbills, Ravinder
plans to do her PhD in hornbill
research while Sanjit’s next big plan
is to plant special cameras in the tree
cavities to film a documentary on
hornbill behaviour.
For more on “Love Hornbills Day”,

visit http://fullcirclepix.com/blog/

Starmetro, Thursday 14 February 2013 nEWS

the specialist: ravinder has spent a lot of time in the forest studying the
hornbill.

Sole breadwinner: The
male helmeted hornbill
(rhinoplax vigil) holding
food in between its beak
to feed the female.

monogamous: The Wreathed
hornbill (aceros undulatus)

nature’s gardeners: The rhinoceros hornbill (buceros rhinoceros).

hiding place: a chick longingly waits in
the tree cavity with the female for food.

Conservationist’s starry-eyed love for the bird

RomancingHornbills
let’s just
say the
female
cannot
live
without themale. if
themale dies or is
poached, the female
and its chicksmay
starve to death.
— RAVINDER KAUR
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Trigger happy: the job of being a professional photographer like sanjitpaal singh is as much about hard work and dedication as it is about art and creativity.
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Clicking
for a career

the barriers to entry are now
lower, but to make a living
from photography still takes
hard work and passion
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For love of the lens

By neVasH naIR
nevashnair@thestar.com.my

derived from the Greek words photos
(light) and graphein (to draw), pho-
tography has come a long way since

1829 when its first modern process was
invented.

Today, photography has become a very
popular hobby thanks to the invention of dig-
ital cameras that makes it easy for anyone to
point and snap.

Camera phones also introduced photogra-
phy to many youngsters and those who enjoy
it, slowly upgrade to compact cameras and
eventually digital single-lens reflex cameras
(dSLrs).

A portable medium that allows anyone
to express their creativity, photography has
become a part of the human race and some
have even turned it into a successful career.
MetroBiz talks to two successful photogra-

phers who gave up their high-paying jobs to
pursue their love for the flash.

Flash love
Sanjitpaal Singh and Abdul Shukor Md Janis
were both thriving in their corporate roles
before picking up a camera to make a living.

Sanjitpaal was in advertising for eight
years before moving into photography full
time. Prior to that, the journalism graduate
worked in a post-production company.

“i got my first taste of photography
after i graduated. i worked for a travel and
entertainment magazine where i was a
photojournalist for a couple of years,” said
Sanjitpaal.

“When i was with the advertising firm,
my ex-boss was kind enough to get me the
equipment i needed to continue my passion
for photography. The equipment was for the
company but he allowed me to use it on the

weekends to build my portfolio.”
Sanjitpaal’s passion and eye for a good

picture landed him several awards and a
sponsorship from Olympus.

“i was not happy being behind the desk. i
always loved wildlife photography as i con-
sider myself a nature lover. i enjoy the out-
doors and that became my niche. That’s how
i separate myself from the rest,” he said.

However, to pay the bills, Sanjitpaal does
corporate events, branding photoshoots and
profile photography.

He spent the last four years building his
clientele and his work has been recognised
by major organisations. That has also helped
him draw in sponsors such as photogra-
phy equipment companies like Gitzo and

dataColor.
He is also frequently invited to judge local

photography competitions and conduct
workshops overseas.

Abdul Shukor, on the other hand, took up
photography as a hobby, but that passion
soon turned into something that he could
make a living out of.

Similar to Sanjitpaal, Abdul Shukor was
not happy being tied down to a desk job.

“i was making good money being a man-
ager at a multinational oil and gas company,
but i was not happy. My heart was crying
out to be released,” quipped Abdul Shukor.

The diehard motorsports fan was spend-
ing his weekends at the former Batu Tiga
race track to take pictures of cars and

events. He was doing this on his own time
without any monetary returns.

Soon after, drivers and race teams started
engaging his services and he found that he
enjoyed what he was doing.

At the age of 40, Abdul Shukor decided to
venture out and start his own motorsport
photography services.

“everybody thought i was crazy to give up
a steady job and pay cheque to start some-
thing new. i have four kids and, at the same
time, my wife had also decided to quit her
job to care for her mother.

“it came down to wants versus needs. i
evaluated what i actually needed and how

> see neXT PaGe

Sanjitpaal’s passion and eye
for a good picture landed
him several awards and
sponsorship from Olympus.

A shot of Valentino rossi by
Abdul Shukor.

Abdul Shukor was initially
spending his weekends
at the former batu tiga race
track taking pictures of
races and events.
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Late career switch pays off for two photography fans
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Always looking at
improving their skills

much that would cost against my wants. I
did not need a maid and I could send my
children to school every day. My wife and I
managed it,” he added.

Today, Abdul Shukor is one of the most
sought-after motoring photographers in the
country. His work has been picked up by
many news agencies across the globe and
featured in many magazines.

Perfecting the shot
Both Abdul Shukor and Sanjitpaal agree
that photography is a work in progress and
both men took time to hone their skills.

When he is not at the track, Abdul
Shukor is at home studying his pictures and
always looking at improving.

“I like to fail. Because when you do some-
thing wrong, you remember. I am not afraid
of making mistakes as I learn from them and
I get better,” said Abdul Shukor.

Sanjitpaal explained that in order to be a

good photographer one had to
be humble, honest and sincere.

“Every client is different. We
can’t tell the client that this is my
style and this is what I will do.

“The client might have something
else in mind. We give them what they
want and give them what we think would
look good. That’s how we maintain a good
relationship,” he said.

Both Sanjitpaal and Abdul Shukor advise
young photographers to keep polishing
their skills and to never settle for medioc-
rity.

“Find your niche and work on it.
Set yourself apart from the others and
work towards becoming the best,” said
Sanjitpaal.

“It is also important that we respect our
fellow photographers.

“I charge RM1,200 for a four-hour event
and commercial shoot starts from RM3,500.
If we go any lower, we kill the market for
our peers,” he added.

> FROM PRevIOus PaGe

A shot by Abdul Shukor of a
local motorsport event.

the rushing river waters of
Ulu Yam are brilliantly
captured here which also
shows the unusual rock
formations that caught
Sanjit’s attention.

Sanjitpaal in the wild.

A photo of this Wreathed
Hornbill would require lots of
patience and dedication to
capture.
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Code Red
The phrase ‘bird smuggling’ usually 
conjures up images of the exotic pet trade, 
or perhaps a network of egg collectors. 
However, birds are now featuring in an 
unexpected aspect of illegal activities—the 
ivory trade. 

With the CITES ban on the export of ivory 
and rhino horn, smugglers have found a 
ready replacement in the form of the casque, 
or helmet, of Helmeted Hornbills. Known 
as ‘Red Ivory’, to distinguish it from the 
‘White Ivory’ of elephants and ‘Black Ivory’ 
of rhino horn, its popularity is booming in 
China’s increasingly affluent middle class in 
the form of luxury goods, carved into high-
end jewellery and intricate ornaments. 

“What is sickening is this trade has nothing 
to do with tradition or medicine—it’s 
purely about demand for luxury vanity 
products,” said Debbie Banks from the 
Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA).

Its new-found status is reflected in its 
price—Red Ivory is now worth up to five 
times as much as other ivory on the black 
market, making Helmeted Hornbills a 
particularly attractive target for poachers.

“Alongside the ‘black’ and ‘white’ [ivory] 
products… the volume of ‘red’ products in 
trade has become widespread in recent years, 
and that can only be a profoundly worrying 
sign for these majestic birds,” added an 
undercover investigator from the EIA.

In Sumatra and Borneo, the population of 
the hornbills was already declining with 
the clearance of evergreen lowland forests, 
the expansion of palm oil plantations and 
mineral extraction, and now increasingly it 
is being hunted. 

“In 2013 about 500 adult Helmeted 
Hornbills were killed each month, or 6000 
birds in one year, and that’s only in West 
Kalimantan.” said Yokyok Hadiprakarsa, 
director of the Indonesian Hornbill 
Conservation Society.

“Hunters are now pushing into the 
remotest areas of the forest.”

“Wildlife crime in Kalimantan has been 
overlooked by most NGOs who focus 
primarily in the areas where celebrity 
species such as orang-utan are found,” he 
continued. “Extinction [of the Helmeted 
Hornbill] in Indonesia… will become a 
reality if we don’t do anything.”

The great divide
According to BirdLife Australia’s Rarities 
Committee, the official Australian list of 
birds was bolstered by an extra seven species 
in 2013. Each of these additions was a 
vagrant species, visiting our shores from 
afar. However, not all new species need to 
originate from other countries—they are 
evolving all the time in our midst.

An academic paper published recently in 
Emu–Austral Ornithology suggests that 
populations of a number of Australian 
birds, isolated from one another for many 
thousands of years, are now considered 
ripe for splitting into separate species. In 
particular, those that have populations 
on either side of the ecological barriers 
formed by the Nullarbor Plain and the 
Flinders Ranges-Lake Eyre Basin, such as 
the Scarlet Robin, White-eared Honeyeater 
and Chestnut Quail-thrush, could easily be 
treated as distinct species, as their different 
populations may have diverged sufficiently 
from one another. 

What is the tipping point at which 
subspecies can be elevated into their own 
species? 
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It’s a movable feast that requires painstaking examination at 
the genetic level, as well as taking into account the morphology 
and ecology of birds from the different populations.

In this situation, while the most recent work points towards 
promoting a number of subspecies to species status, the 
researchers, Dr Gaynor Dolman and Dr Leo Joseph, have 
advocated on the side of conservatism, stating that further 
analysis of the genetic, morphological and ecological characters 
of the birds is needed to clinch it. In other words, although 
their results point towards the recognition of a handful of new 
species such as the ‘Western Scarlet Robin’, even more research 
is required. Given that this additional research is currently 
under way, it may not be too long before birdwatchers on the 
Eyre Peninsula or in the South West can tick off something 
that’s both familiar and new. 

Unexpected consequences
The long-held image of the Cane Toad as an animal with 
no redeeming features is deeply entrenched, but a recent 
study indicates that at least one native bird species may 
have benefitted from the inexorable spread of these toxic 
amphibians. 

When a predator eats a Cane Toad, ingesting its poison sacs 
is generally a fatal mistake. One such predator, the Mitchell’s 
Water Monitor, has declined by 49 per cent since Cane Toads 
invaded the Kimberley Division of northern Western Australia; 
another, the Merten’s Water Monitor, has declined by 41 per 
cent. As well as eating Cane Toads, both species regularly prey 
on the eggs and young of Crimson Finches. 

Ecologists have revealed that as the populations of the lizards 
in the Kimberley have declined in the face of the Cane Toads’ 
onslaught, so has the predatory pressure they exerted. As a 
result, the breeding success of nesting Crimson Finches has 
increased greatly — the chance of a chick surviving to fledging 

Compiled by John Peter
BirdLife Australia Senior Research Writer

ON THE WIRE

Wanting to shoot a birdie
For many golfers, lost balls are commonplace, with 
errant shots into long grass or clumps of bushes 
usually to blame. However, during the Australian PGA 
Championships, held at Queensland’s Royal Pines Resort, 
golfer Samual Eaves had a different excuse—a bird stole 
his ball! The moment was captured on television, with 
footage showing a Torresian Crow standing near the ball, 
calling, then suddenly snatching it in its beak before fl ying 
off to a nearby tree. The crow eventually dropped the ball, 
which was returned, but to no avail—Eaves missed the 
cut. www.aussiegolfer.net

Arab spring
In Iraq, some generations-old traditions have persisted 
despite decades of war and civil unrest. In northern 
Iraq, thousands of Common Starlings are caught in nets 
every year as they migrate through the region. Their new 
destination is the market at Irbil, where they are sold. 
Although some end up as food, most are bought by well-
wishers, who set the birds free as an act of compassion 
and to bring good luck. Each bird sells for about 1000 
dinars, and sometimes 200 birds are bought at a time to 
be freed. www.journalreview.com

Send in the drones
Drones have many different uses for bird researchers, 
including censusing inaccessible seabird colonies, 
counting fl ocks of roosting shorebirds and fi nding 
bittern nests. Fortunately, a recent study has shown that 
a drone fl ying overhead does not disturb birds as you 
might expect. In trials conducted in France, researchers 
found that 80 per cent of Greater Flamingos and 
Common Greenshanks—birds renowned for being readily 
disturbed—did not react to the presence of a drone, 
which was sometimes fl ying only four metres away. The 
only time they reacted was when it zoomed in from 
directly overhead, as a diving Peregrine might do… 
www.audubon.org

Opposite: The Helmeted Hornbill, a new addition to the bird smuggling trade 
as demand for ‘Red Ivory’ increases. Photo by Sanjitpaal Singh / jitspics.com

Above left: Populations of Scarlet Robin either side of the Nullarbor may soon 
find themselves distinct species. Photo by Dean Ingwersen

Above: The wary Common Greenshank—unfazed in the presence 
of passing drones. Photo by Dan Weller

American universities got when studying the movements of the 
Golden-winged Warbler. 

The birds had only just migrated back to eastern Tennessee to 
breed, and had already established their breeding territories 
when the scientists recorded them suddenly vacating the area, 
travelling around 1500 kilometres to the coast of the Gulf 
of Mexico in just five days, thereby retracing some of the 
migratory route they had only recently completed. The cause 
of this unplanned evacuation? An approaching storm system, 
complete with devastating tornadoes. Apparently able to detect 
the approaching severe weather, the warblers left while the 
conditions were still benign, more than a day before the storm 
cell hit the area, when it was still hundreds of kilometres away.

“We know that birds can alter their route to avoid things 
during regular migration,” said Dr Henry Streby of the 
University of California Berkeley, “but it hadn’t been shown 
until our study that they would leave once the migration is 
over and they’d established their breeding territory to escape 
severe weather.”

“The warblers in our study flew at least 1500 kilometres to 
avoid a severe weather system,” he added. “They came right 
back home after the storm passed.”

Such drastic action may be increasingly necessary in the future.

“There’s growing research that shows that tornadoes are 
becoming more common and severe with climate change, so 
evasive actions like the ones the warblers took might become 
more necessary.”

“With regards to climate change… maybe they will fare better 
than some have predicted,” said Dr Streby. “On the other 
hand, this behaviour presumably costs the birds some serious 
energy and time they should be spending on reproducing.”

ON THE WIRE

As drunk as a… fi nch?
Some people may start to sing after they’ve imbibed a 
little, but it seldom sounds good. It seems that it’s the 
same for birds. Scientists at the Oregon Health and 
Science University plied some Zebra Finches with alcohol, 
and then analysed their songs. The drunken songs 
featured decreased amplitude (they sang more quietly) 
and increased entropy (they were more haphazard), and 
some phrases were more garbled than usual (in essence, 
they slurred their words). Why ply fi nches with alcohol? 
Apparently this offers insights into how alcohol affects 

different neuronal circuits. www.washingtonpost.com

A tasteless penguin story
Genetic tests can reveal many things, and the latest is that 
penguins can’t taste anything other than salt and sour. 
Geneticists studying the genome of Emperor and Adelie 
Penguins realised that their birds lacked the functional 
genes for receptors of sweet, bitter and umami (savoury 
meaty) tastes, all of which are said to be temperature 
sensitive. Perhaps it is a result of the frigid climes the 
penguins inhabit, but it could also be related to the form 
and function of penguin tongues, which are more useful for 
catching seafood than tasting it. www.sciencedaily.com

Swede talking
In compiling the fi rst complete list of the Swedish 
names of all the world’s birds, members of Sweden’s 
Ornithological Society were confronted with the fact that 
several traditional Swedish names could be considered 
racist when translated into English. To pre-empt any 
outcry, potentially derogatory terms for bird species 
have been replaced with less racist names. Various swifts, 
ducks and even the Hoatzin have all had their names 
changed to less offensive ones. www.thelocal.se
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Opposite: The beautiful Ivory Gull has become an unwitting barometer of mercury 
in the Arctic. Photo by Andrew Silcocks

Above left: Golden-winged Warblers are astounding scientists by altering their 
migration patterns in order to avoid severe weather fronts. Photo by Arni Stinnisen

Above: An Adelie Penguin shows the deep grooves on its tongue—which are great 
for catching seafood, and not so good for tasting it. 

Photo by Jim Wilson / irishwildlife.net

16     AUSTRALIAN birdlife

has increased from 55 per cent up to 81 
per cent. Thus, though Crimson Finches 
are not affected directly by the presence of 
Cane Toads, they are affected nevertheless. 
Purple-crowned Fairy-wrens could also 
benefit from the same effect.

“Who would have thought that invasive 
Cane Toads would affect a granivorous 
bird?” said Dr Sean Doody, adjunct 
researcher at the University of Tennessee. 
“The study highlights how Cane Toads can 
not only impact individual species but also 
the broader communities to which they 
belong.” 

“It’s a cautionary tale of how difficult it 
can be to predict the effects of even a single 
simple change, like the arrival of an invasive 
species,” added Professor Rick Shine, from 
the University of Sydney. “The native 
wildlife are intimately connected via food 
webs, so any change to one species is likely 
to reverberate through to other species that 
ate, or were eaten by, the animals that are 
directly affected by toads.”

Mercury rising
Wildlife in the Arctic has been having a 
tough time lately. The effects of climate 
change have been plain for all to see, but 

there’s another threat in the icy northern 
wastelands—mercury.

One species in particular, the Ivory Gull, 
is considered to be a ‘mercury barometer’ 
as it unwittingly reflects the amount of the 
heavy metal in the Arctic environment. 
Mercury pollution is circulated via 
the atmosphere, being released from 
sources such as belching volcanoes and 
the extensive burning of coal. It is then 
ingested by Arctic wildlife, where it 
accumulates in the body. Ivory Gulls, being 
scavengers, often eat the contaminated flesh 
of dead marine mammals—and because 
they are high on the food chain, they are 
exposed to greater levels of mercury.

Biologists from the University of 
Saskatchewan in Canada have analysed 
museum specimens to measure the levels 
of mercury in the feathers of Ivory Gulls 
dating back to the 1870s. A comparison 
between the birds then and now has shown 
a remarkable increase in the amount of 
mercury in the birds’ plumage.

“It’s gone up 45 times [since mercury 
levels recorded in 1877], which is twice the 
average for an animal species in the Arctic,” 
said Dr Alex Bond.

“We’re concerned because the mercury’s 
going up but their diet hasn’t changed over 
the 130 years we’ve studied.”

The researchers have also noted that Ivory 
Gull eggs have the highest concentrations 
of mercury of any birds in the Arctic. 

The population of Ivory Gulls has 
plummeted by around 80 per cent in 
Canada since the 1980s, and the researchers 
suggested that declines in reproductive 
success from exposure to mercury may be 
at least partly responsible.

“With mercury projected to continue 
increasing in the Arctic, this raises concerns 
for this endangered bird in Canada,” 
continued Dr Bond.

Levels of mercury have also risen in other 
Arctic wildlife—fish, mammals such as 
whales and seals, and other birds—but not 
at the stellar rates exhibited by the Ivory 
Gulls. 

Storm warning
Tracking birds’ movements with geolocators 
is often an illuminating exercise, especially 
when the results throw up something 
unexpected. And something unexpected 
was what a team of researchers from various 
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Grubs up
South America’s Amazon Basin is home to 
many unusual species, and the more that 
ornithologists look, the more unusual birds 
they find. Researchers in the Amazon have 
uncovered one of the bird world’s oddest 
examples of Batesian mimicry—mimicry of 
a harmful species. 

With their black-tipped, orange pin-
feathers, Cinereous Mourner nestlings look 
remarkably similar to the toxic caterpillars 
sharing their habitat—and they strengthen 
the facade by writhing about the nest in a 
caterpillar-like motion with their head and 
wings tucked beneath their bodies. 

Even when a parent arrives with food, 
the charade is maintained until the adult 
calls to alert the chick that it’s safe to 
open its mouth. This example is unusual 
as it involves both visual and behavioural 
mimicry.  

This strange behaviour may not, however, 
be confined to the Amazon. As odd as it 
may seem, such unusual behaviour has 
been recorded before—in Australia. In 
a bizarre twist, the nestlings the Crested 
Bellbird, endemic to arid and semi-arid 
parts of Australia, have also been likened 
to a brood of hairy caterpillars by one 
observer, as they began to behave like 
insect larvae when approached, stretching 
their necks and waving their heads like 
processional caterpillars. 

However, the adult Bellbirds take the larval 
theme a step further, by routinely lining the 
rim of their nests with live caterpillars.

Crema of the crop
With coffee fast becoming Australia’s 
national drink, and with ‘fair trade’ coffee 
all the rage, perhaps it’s time to consider 
which coffee is best for the birds.

Researchers from the University of Utah 
had the same thought and found the 
answer in the moist upland forests of 
Ethiopia’s tropical highlands, one of only 
35 ‘biodiversity hotspots’ in the world.

“The best coffee for biodiversity is organic 
shade coffee in Ethiopia, where the coffee 
[Coffea arabica] is a native species of the 
forest,” said Assistant Professor Cagan 
Sekerioglu. “It grows where it belongs in 

its native habitat with native tree cover and 
without chemicals.”

“[But] not all shade coffee is equal,” he 
added. “Because shade coffee is trendy, 
there are a lot of commercial plantations… 
where they grow shade coffee under exotic 
trees, not native trees, so they can call it 
‘shade coffee’. But it’s not as bird friendly as 
in Ethiopia.”

There’s a caveat, though. “Ethiopian shade 
coffee may be the most bird-friendly 
coffee in the world, but a primary forest 
is irreplaceable for bird conservation, 
especially for birds of the understorey,” 
added co-author Evan Buechley.

Their research revealed that the biodiversity 
of birds was similar in areas of natural 
forest and nearby shade coffee crops—of 51 
species analysed in the study, all occurred 
in both habitats—but, tellingly, the 
abundance was much greater in the forest.

“That they are much more frequent in 
forest implies forests really are important,” 
continued Mr Buechley. “Shade coffee isn’t 
a substitute for forests. But shade coffee 
provides good habitat for many other 
species, including migrants from Europe 
and Asia.”

Look what the cat dragged in (or 
did it?)
When news that the Night Parrot had been 
rediscovered in western Queensland broke 
in 2013 there was a storm of interest. With 
photos, video footage and sound recordings 
taken of the bird by naturalist John Young, 
never before had so much information been 
available about this secretive species. 

Although the site where the elusive Night 
Parrots live has been kept carefully under 
wraps to keep them secure, the area has 
been monitored and steps taken to protect 
the population. 

However, no amount of protection can 
safeguard the birds completely—a bundle 
of dozens of Night Parrot feathers were 
found and it was feared that a parrot had 
been killed by a feral cat.

Professional shooters were engaged to take 
out all the cats they could, but, perversely, 
they didn’t find any. Other efforts at cat 
control in the area have been similarly 
fruitless. The shooters are due to return, 
hoping for more success.

However, recent analysis has been less 
supportive of the supposition of predation 
by a cat, at least in this instance. The 
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feathers were analysed at the Australian Centre for Ancient 
DNA in Adelaide, and no cat DNA was detected on them. 

“The conclusion is that no-one can say with any certainty what 
happened to result in a Night Parrot losing 31 feathers. It may 
have been a cat, or it might have been an owl or goanna, or 
some other predator,” said Dr Steve Murphy, the ecologist who 
has been monitoring the Night Parrots. “I’m not even sure if 
whatever it was actually caused the death of a Night Parrot.” 

“This is not to say that cats are not a problem. They exact 
tremendous toll on wildlife and continue to be a significant 
threat to Night Parrots.”

Indeed, even before the discovery of the feathers, feral cats were 
singled out as a major threat to the Night Parrot population. 
The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 gave a couple of 
anecdotal accounts of cat predation, stating that “… the decline 
[of Night Parrots] at Innamincka and Alice Springs coincided 
with the ‘arrival’ of feral cats... Similarly ‘many were brought in 
by cats at Alice Springs Telegraph Station’ in 1892.” 

Hopefully history won’t repeat itself.

ON THE WIRE

Beware of crows bearing gifts
An odd assortment of paper clips, Lego blocks, jewellery, 
pieces of glass, a broken light globe, bolts and buttons 
seems a strange collection to treasure. However, after 
an eight-year-old girl in Seattle began to feed the crows 
in her garden, the grateful birds regularly left these 
‘presents’ for her in return. Her collection of crow gifts 
now numbers dozens of items. Such signs of corvid 
gratitude might seem unusual, but after featuring this 
story, the BBC was inundated with similar stories of 
presents from crows and ravens stretching from Seattle to 
Kathmandu. www.thebittersweetlife.net

Laser leaves albatrosses all at sea
Various ways to stop albatrosses becoming an unintended 
casualty of the fi shing industry have been devised over 
the years. Bunting, weights and hurling devices have all 
been tried with varying success, and now lasers are being 
used to keep albatrosses and other seabirds away from 
fi shermen’s long-lines. The laser is fi xed at the stern of the 
fi shing boat and automatically scans back and forth across 
the water, which apparently deters the birds from feeding 
in the danger area. This simple solution has reduced 
seabird bycatch and improved fi shermen’s yields in various 
fi sheries across the world. www.worldfi shing.net

Birders of a feather
We all enjoy birdwatching, but some of us enjoy it 
differently from others—and as it turns out, this may be 
based on whether we’re male or female. The American 
Birding Association surveyed nearly a thousand 
birdwatchers and it was found that although men and 
women enjoy the pastime equally, men are far more 
likely to view birdwatching as a competitive exercise 
which allows them to display their skills—not unlike the 
song-and-dance routine of a lyrebird. In contrast, women 
appear to enjoy birding as an end in itself, and don’t 
accrue as many tools to assist them—high-end binoculars, 
apps, fi eld guides and the like. www.independent.co.uk 
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Opposite: The Amazonian Cinereous Mourner chick conceals itself from 
predators by writhing around in the nest like a caterpillar. 

Photo by Santiago David

Above: Belonging to an as-yet-to-be-described species, this toxic caterpillar is 
mimicked by Cinereous Mourner chicks in both appearance and behaviour. 

Photo by Wendy Velencia

Above: These corvid gifts were delivered to a young girl in Seattle—who has 
ordered them from most to least favourite. Photo by Katy Sewall
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