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By Thomas Strodel

A
ny field production involves location, logistics,
and handling unforeseen challenges. Add to that
shooting in high definition—and underwater—and
the challenges easily double.

Although the benefits of high definition are
considerable (including superior sharpness, color, and the aspect
ratio of film), one of the main drawbacks is its expense—especial-
ly with editing, which can cost upwards of $1,200 per hour since
it’s still mostly linear-based.

Early in 2000, I had the opportunity to produce and direct one
of the first videos to apply HD technology to an undersea shoot.
The video allowed our team to discover, develop, and test a vari-
ety of new techniques and digital tools, including a specialized
desktop computer-based editing technique.

The video was contracted by Air Sea Land Productions and
Amphibico, a leading underwater camera-housing manufacturer,
to serve two purposes. First, it would showcase the Amphibicam,

Amphibico’s ground-breaking marine video housing (which can
house the Sony HDW-700A and HDW-F900 HD camcorders, as
well as most Betacams). Secondly, as ASL is a leader in underwa-
ter video and film production and production-support services, the
video would serve as a promotional tool highlighting their under-
water HD production capabilities.

The video would make its debut at the Amphibico booth at the
DEMA (Diving Equipment and Marketing Association) conven-
tion in Las Vegas.

Preproduction
The first step was to assemble our team, which included award-
winning shooters Anthony Lenzo and Steven Miller of Air Sea
Land Productions (ASL), and the Director of Research and Devel-
opment of Amphibico, Val Ranetkins. Next, I developed a simple
budget using the “BoilerPlate Film/TV Budgeting Template” from
BBP software (w w w . b o i l e r p l a t e . n e t). The template (with features
much like Movie Magic’s budgeting software) allowed me to
quickly put together a workable budget, as well as make quick up-
dates when the actuals came in.

ASL’s production coordinator, Jennifer Kirsic, and I then
worked on coordinating and scheduling the location, boat, crew,
and talent from Stuart Cove’s in Nassau, Bahamas, a facility
known for its experience working with filmmakers. This location
would provide us with a great diversity of dive sites and an expe-
rienced staff. Stuart also helped to identify two members of the

staff we would use as talent, as well as a still photographer to cap-
ture behind-the-scenes images.

We scheduled a five-day shoot, diving in various locations
around lower Nassau, Bahamas. The staff at Stuart’s, including
our divemaster/shark-tamer David Eads, helped us to formulate a
strategy that would allow the greatest variety of dive locations, al-
lowing us to fully test the camera system, while at the same time
provide the best possible environmental conditions with which to
capture the story. A simple schedule sheet was put together plot-
ting each day’s specific locations and shoots.

No matter how much you plan and coordinate, if you don’t
have an interesting story to tell, no one will want to watch. Instead
of what might be a typical progression of product shots, I opted
for a simple movie-like storyline, where the focus is on what the
camera system can capture. The storyline involved six linked seg-
ments showing the talent exploring the undersea world. My intent
was to combine this scripted storyline with the unpredictability of
underwater marine life.

I used StoryBoard Quick from PowerProduction Software
(www.powerproduction.com) to develop simple storyboards and
blank storyboard sheets—all in the appropriate 16:9 HDTV aspect
ratio. I then laminated the sheets on both sides so I could bring
them with me underwater.

A Note on Customs
On any trip out of the country—even if you’re using a broker—
you need to make sure that you understand all the specific re-
quirements of the country you’re visiting and the U.S.’s re-entry
rules. Make sure you ask in advance for all the fees and rates that
the foreign broker will charge including shipping, travel, and even
overtime. And, get it all in writing.

To handle the shipping and customs regulations, we contracted
S.O.S. Global Express (www.sosglobal.com) to broker our equip-
ment in and out of the Bahamas. They, in turn, hired a local bro-
ker in Nassau (as is required by Bahamian law), to handle the
equipment once in the country.

Production
Our team arrived in Nassau on January 2, for the five days of
scheduled shooting. Val met us in Nassau with two brand new
prototype housings. One of the first things you notice about the
housing is its large 100-degree aspheric lens. This lens allows you
to get as close as nine inches to the subject and zoom-out to wide-
angle shots—all with zero distortion.
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