NEOPRENE LENS COVER BY WILDLIFE WATCHING SUPPLIES
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When I was considering getting a set of lens covers, I asked myself the following questions:-

1. 1.Do I need to disguise the lens; or rather, does camouflage really work (on animals)?

2. 2.How much protection, if any, will the neoprene cover provide?

3. 3.Why is it so expensive?

4. 4.Which brand should I go for?

Camouflage

The first question is a tough one to answer. The origin of the camouflage pattern was designed to fool humans. This is an important point since the intended purpose of our lens cover is concealment from animals, not people. There’s a great deal of difference in how our vision works compared with that of an animal. Birds for example, can see UV. So while we might not detect a ‘broken up’ figure through the use of camouflage materials, we might still be in strong silhouette amongst the foliage that are reflecting UV from the sun - imagine standing in front of a wall filled with illuminating light bulbs. Without going into great detail, we can safely say that the current camouflage print should not be expected to work on all animal types. It is therefore, arguable that having ‘camo’ on a lens, is significantly more advantages than just leaving the lens in the original dark/black colour (unless yours is a glowing white Canon lens!).

Protection

From what I can see, the cover will definitely protect the lens against cosmetic damage. Clearly the thickness of the material will not be sufficient to absorb any heavy impact. Telephoto lenses, where this form of cover is most commonly employed, are normally made of metal alloy. So this form of protection is more against cosmetic damage and therefore helps maintain the future resale value of the lens.

Cost

When it comes to all things photographic, you can be sure that you’ll be paying a premium. Like most cost-conscious photographers, I have looked into the possibility of producing this myself. While I can buy a sheet of neoprene fabric quite cheaply from scuba diving outfits, I struggled to find any that have the terrestrial prints that I prefer. There’s no doubt that one with Advantage RealTree print will come at a price (through licensing); from a production stand point, the cost of printing should not be such that it’s significantly higher than one with a different pattern.

Brands

As far as makers go, in Britain there are only two: LensCoat, exclusively distributed by Warehouse Express, and that of Wildlife Watching Supplies (WWS). A fellow photographer, Richard Peters, has done a great review of the LensCoat cover for his 600mm telephoto recently. Read the full review here.

Here are the main differences that I can see between LensCoat & WWS:-

1. LensCoat uses 2mm neoprene while the WWS cover is 3mm thick.

2. LensCoat employs single-lined neoprene fabric; WWS covers are double-lined. Single-lined means printed fabric on one side and exposed neoprene underneath. Double means you have fabric covering both sides, sandwiching the neoprene in the middle.

There are advantages in both. The single-lined version grips better I feel, because of the rubber back. The plus for the double-lined material, is that you have the option of having a different cover on the reverse. For example, on the back of my ReelTree print, I also have the choice of using plain olive.
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[ Above: Double-sided neoprene cover from WWS. ]

3. The LensCoat cover is trimmed slightly shorter than the WWS’ version i.e. most sections stop-short a couple of millimetres from the edge, leaving black (or white if Canon) ‘rings’ between sections of covering. I’m not sure that this makes much difference in terms of camouflage, but it is a difference nonetheless.
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[image: image1.jpg][Neoprene lens cover with a custom made hood from WWS. ] a
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[ Left: WWS; Right: LensCoat ]

4. Still on the matter of coverage, the LensCoat version leaves the focusing ring section exposed, for obvious reasons. If you manually focus your lens often, then you may find this useful. Since I don’t, I prefer mine covered. You get a cover for this section from WWS as standard but not with LensCoat.

5. When you buy the WWS lens cover, you also get a free set of covers for a 1.4X and a 2X tele-converters. You can buy these separately from LensCoat should you choose to use them.

6. LensCoat features clear plastic windows over the auto-focus and control switches, as well as having a small hole showing the red alignment dot on the last section of the lens. WWS cover does not offer these features. 

Service

Good customer service is something that I feel many companies speak loudly about but rarely put into practice. I know from Richard’s review that LensCoat provides first class support to their users. This was my first purchase from WWS and so far Kevin’s service has equally exceeded expectations.

I lost my lens hood in the snow earlier this year (don’t ask!). Those of you who have had the same misfortune will know it costs A LOT to get one replaced. The threads for the thumb-screw on my current lens hood were wearing out. Now to replace this set of screw and socket will set you back about £25, including post, from Nikon.

In order to prevent a similar incident, I decided to contact Kevin to see if he could make me a customised hood cover, that would extend beyond the hood, and straps to the first or second section of the lens, thus preventing it from falling off should the securing screw fail. This is useful as I, and indeed most tele-shooters I have seen, normally carry our big lenses mounted on the tripod, BEHIND us. So should it ever fall off when carried this way, you’re not likely to notice.

For a fiver more, Kevin agreed to have a go. I emailed him my (dodgy) drawing, along with the measurements of my lens (he didn’t have the template for my lens at the time). Within a fortnight I received the covers.

The (zigzag) stitching was very neat, and the set of covers looks great. Some of the sections could do with being a millimetre or two tighter, but to be fair he was working from my less-than-accurate measurements. The hood section works a treat as I went out the very next day and the screw on the hood failed altogether. Thankfully the modified hood cover held it in place. So the design clearly works!

Several uses and a week later I wrote back to Kevin and gave him my honest feedback. Without hesitation he offered to redo the entire cover set at no cost to me. Now THAT’S customer service!
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[ Above: Neat zigzag stitching on 3mm thick neoprene. ]

Conclusion

Price wise, with the thicker, double-sided material, the extra focus ring and two tele-converter covers, plus the modified hood cover, WWS is still cheaper than LensCoat. It costs £70 for a set of RealTree LensCoat cover from Warehouse Express for the 500mm AF-S II while WWS only charges £60.

Service wise, the two companies have been impeccable. It’s been a very positive buying experience for me indeed with WWS. As for performance, well, time will tell. There doesn’t seem to be much difference in terms of craftsmanship between the two versions. If I was to invest in a set of camouflage neoprene covers, I would most probably choose the WWS version over LensCoat. For me, it represents better value for money.

So has it helped disguise my presence? To be honest I’m just too clumsy to go unnoticed…

