THERMAL IMAGING

Watching in the
heat of the night
Thermal imaging equipment enables stalkers to spot quarry and landowners
to boost security on their land. Bruce Potts is won over by a remarkable device

W

ouldn’t it be great to be
able to gain an overview
of your shoot? Wouldn’t
it be helpful to see where
the deer bed down during the day, or
where the foxes wander at night, or to
locate active rabbit warrens or runs, as
well as any rabbits hiding in the bushes?
Wouldn’t it be invaluable to be able to
monitor rat activity around your farm
at night or, even more importantly, to
observe any unsolicited activity by
intruders on your property?

It is the same
technology that police
helicopter teams use
to search for criminals
Well, now you can. Technological
advancements have made infrared
devices more affordable, and now
thermal imaging systems are
available for less than £5,000.

B. POTTS

Doubly useful

Unlike night vision devices,
which illuminate an object
in the dark by boosting
available light, thermal
imaging devices reveal the
heat given off by a warm body.
Thermal imaging, therefore,
works in the light of day as well
as in the darkness of night, making
it doubly useful as a viewing device,
and it works so well because any heat
source — no matter how small — stands
out on the viewing screen against the
much colder background of fields, trees
or farm buildings.

 Thermal imaging reveals the heat given off by a warm body, enabling
the viewer easily to spot the presence of a well-hidden person (above)

They are not
sighting devices
like rifle scopes, but
are used for observation to locate a heat
source, which you can then investigate
further. Because heat is not impeded by
thin branches or foliage, a thermal
imaging device enables you to see
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things such as mice sitting in bushes,
rabbits at the mouths of warrens, foxes in
corn crops, deer moving through woods,
or poachers lurking in the undergrowth.
It is the same technology that police
helicopter teams use to search for elusive
criminals or lost hillwalkers, using their

body heat to locate them.
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Guide IR518 B monocular handheld thermal imager
In the past, thermal imaging equipment has
always been expensive — with high-end kit
costing as much as £35,000 — so it has
never been viable for anyone other than large
estates with a poaching problem or those who
need to count large numbers of game.
However, Thomas Jacks, which supplies
night vision equipment, now offers an
affordable thermal imaging device from the
Chinese manufacturer Guide Infrared. The
Guide IR518 is available in three models with
different image sizes and detection ranges.
I tested the IR518 B, which offered a
30 per cent wider field of view than the A
model and can detect a human at 600m.
It is compact and simple to use, which is
 The 25mm f/1.0 lens offers a wide ﬁeld of
view, and can be rotated to adjust the focus

important when operating it under
the cover of darkness.
The imager’s dimensions are
182mm by 97mm by 68mm, so it
can easily be held in one hand, which
is aided by a soft rubber casing and
a handstrap. The lens is 25mm f/1.0
and offers a wide field of view, and
image quality or sensor resolution of
384 by 288 pixels. Focusing is adjusted
by rotating the lens itself, and is fast
and precise. There is also a digital 2x
magnification button to increase the
image size, if desired.
The layout of the controls is simple,
with just four buttons along the top
right-hand edge. The first button turns
the unit on, and it takes 18 seconds for
the imager to calibrate before an image
is visible. Pressing this button once at
any time will recalibrate the device to the
surrounding environment.
The next button is the menu button
to set internal settings and to play
back stored images or videos. It is
also used to switch between a black
or white heat signature, or polarity,
which is how the hot areas are
displayed on the screen.
The third button operates the 2X
digital feature and the fourth button is

 The device is compact, with a soft rubber
casing and strap to enable easy handling

used to take either a JPEG image or an
MPEG-4 video.
A flip-up panel on the top of the body
houses four AA batteries and a 4GB SD card
(supplied) to store the images. There is an
external socket for RS232 connection and
at the base is a standard tripod 1⁄4in socket
so you can use it hands-free, if you wish.
Guide IR518 B. Price: £4,499.95.
Available from Thomas Jacks Ltd, tel 01789
264100, email salesthomasjacks.co.uk
or visit www.thomasjacks.co.uk.

Practical applications
I could list all of the unit’s specifications, such
as the detector pitch or the frame rating data,
but the most important factor is whether the
device works. Because it runs on a 50Hz
detector system as opposed to the old 9Hz
system, the images are real-time, so there is
no time lag as you move the Guide from left to
right. The unit also features a useful shutdown
mode, whereby a sensor can detect that the
imager is next to your face and will
switch the unit on, and then switches
it off as it is moved away from the
face, thus saving battery life.
I strongly recommend using a
set of long-lasting rechargeable
batteries and carrying another set of
these, or some lithium AA batteries,
as a backup. Out in the field, at
temperatures from –6°C to 10°C,
the batteries lasted between two and
(just under) three hours, depending
on how much image capture I did.
That shows a very good battery life,

but I would advise keeping a spare set of
batteries to hand for more lengthy periods.
The 2x magnification button magnifies the
image but can also make a good image fuzzy,
so I used it sparingly. The polarity button to
switch between white and black heat
signatures was very useful, however. People
and animals lose heat from different areas
of the body. In white-hot mode a vivid heat

 The white-hot setting gives a more vivid
image; black-hot shows more deﬁnition
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signature shines like a torch and is instantly
visible, but switching to black-hot gave a more
defined image. The result is like looking at a
black-and-white photograph.
The device enables you to sweep a field,
ride, woodland edge, hillside or around farm
buildings to see any anomalies that shine back
at you, indicating a heat source and therefore
the possibility of some form of life.

Use in the field

 The thermal imager displays residual heat, which can help locate where
animals have been, for example where this fawn’s mother was laying up

I have been testing outdoors equipment for more than 20 years, but
it is rare that I get as excited as I was about the Guide IR518 B — it is
compact, easy to use, and has excellent battery life.
I used the device in both daylight and night-time hours, and the
night-time images were superior because the warm-bodied animals
stood out better against the colder night background.
As the viewer is close to your eye, the images are sharp, and
you can easily see a stag at 1,000 yards, a human at 600 yards and
animals as small as rabbits as far away as 300 yards. Any heat source
is noticeable, which enables you to move nearer to the source to take
a closer look without being detected.
The subjects that you can see with the thermal imager would often
be invisible to the naked eye and would even be difficult to see using
night-vision equipment. I was able to spot individual mice running
about in the hedgerows, a covey of partridges hiding in a small
depression, as well as bedded deer in the wood, which I identified
and then stalked to as close as 20 yards away in order to capture
some excellent images and video footage. The Guide was so precise
that I could even make out their beds that they had vacated, from the
residual heat [see caption, above].
Foxes were instantly recognisable on the fields or crouching in
bushes, unaware that they could be seen, which would make it easy
to approach them with a lamp or a night-vision scope for a shot.
Light rain or smoke did not interfere with the quality of the
imagery, and I used the device on several evenings to observe rats
scurrying around a barn in Surrey, where I then positioned myself in
the perfect vantage point to pick them off with my rifle and Pulsar
Digisight scope.
The facility to capture photographs and video makes the device
incredibly useful for tackling poaching, as it enables you to locate
illegally parked cars, warm guns or concealed quarry and then to
record the evidence.

Conclusion
An important issue regarding the use of thermal imaging is the
ethical viewpoint. The technology is astounding, but in the wrong
hands it would give quarry species no place to hide from poachers.
Furthermore, I believe that animals should be able to retreat to safe
areas, otherwise where is the sportsmanship in stalking?
However, the Guide IR518 B’s ease of use, portability and image
quality were superb, and after a month’s use I was able to learn a
great deal about the animals (and the people) in the areas I
frequented that I would otherwise have been unable to discover.

