Philipson column for 12 December 2000
Two weeks ago in this column I wrote about digital cameras. I have just made the jump. Judging from the volume of email I received on the subject, many other people have also recently done so, or are considering doing so. Some of my correspondents made some valid observations. I should share these with you, because I know a lot of people are looking at digital cameras as Christmas presents, if only to themselves.
I said that I had delayed buying a digital camera until they reached two megapixel resolution for less than $1,000. A nice chap called Paul sent me a couple of emails, pointing out that he believes that half this resolution is more than enough for most purposes, and that such cameras are available at a much lower price.
“Having a camera with a higher resolution is often a waste of money,” Paul writes, “because the required storage capacity means most people will have it turned off for most of the time to increase the number of shots. I have talked with many other digital users, and they have all turned their resolution down to save space. At this point in time, the storage capacity is behind the camera technology.
“A cheaper camera may not be as good, but for average use it is perfectly acceptable, not to mention more economical. I would rather see people spend the money and gain the enjoyment now, rather than waiting on the ever moving technology treadmill.”

A very good point. The high resolution of a 2Mp camera is great, but shots take up about 200 kilobytes of disk space, which means they start to use up storage capacity, and can be difficult to email over low bandwidth Internet connections. In another well- argued email, Stephen makes a related point:
“There is a downside to digital cameras. Let's assume that most people who own a digital camera will not archive or print every image they shoot. This is a reasonable assumption, due to the ease with which you can delete images and the unlikelihood of ALL images taken being permanently stored on digital media. What if you want to take a picture but there is no more space on your memory card? Unless you also happen to be carrying a laptop computer or an extra card, you will probably choose to delete a perfectly good image to make room for your new picture. A good image is gone forever. Sure, you could buy another memory card but at the moment that would be quite expensive and also unavailable in many places.
“Or you may have downloaded all your images to your computer and printed all the good pictures. Eventually you will start deleting images from your hard disk, often before you have copied them to a permanent medium such as CD-ROM. There are two potential problems here. You may ultimately regret the fact that you have deleted some of the images, or worse still if you have a catastrophic disk failure you could lose all your images, good and bad.
“One of the great things about film is that normally you have a print or slide of every image you thought of capturing and you have the slides or negatives, barring disasters, for many years to come without any additional work or equipment required. With print film the negatives are, in effect, a free form of backup. I know that with the right equipment, the right budget and the right discipline this weakness of the digital process can be overcome but for now I am going to stick with my APS camera and flatbed scanner.”

It is hard to argue. Paul and Stephen are both quite right. High resolution digital photographs take up a reasonable amount of memory, and call for different management techniques. But like many people I have all the photos I have ever taken sitting in a big cardboard box, and I like being able to store my photos on my computer and print them out at will. And storage and bandwidth capacities are improving very quickly, and will soon cease to be constraints.
I got another very interesting email from Cyril, who pointed out that high resolution digital cameras were useful for ``photocopying'' pages of books and magazines. A couple of correspondents also pointed out that conventional cameras tend to have better lenses, and if you do get a digital camera ensure that you have a good optical zoom. Electronic zooms do not enhance the image.
Opinions are divided on whether digital photography will ever completely replace conventional photography. There will always be those who will go for the older technology, just as there are people who still cling to vinyl LPs because they believe they give a richer sound than CDs. I believe that digital will be almost universal within 10 years. By that time digital photography will have reached the same resolution as chemical photography (about 20Mp), and have done so at a reasonable price. Already one-third of the new cameras being sold in North America are digital.
For me, I will never buy film again. Good shopping.
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