
Dear Fellow Diver:

After a trying trip involving four plane connec-
tions, I arrived in Chuuk International Airport (“Truk” 
officially became “Chuuk” in 1990) with my luggage still 
in Guam and my sanity barely intact. But there was one 
more adventure to endure. It was past midnight and rain-
ing hard when the resort staff loaded us into a Toyota 
RAV4. There were no streetlights, and the main road was 
an obstacle course, filled with ruts, holes and unmarked 
excavations, all hidden by the downpour. The ride was 
as rough as they come, but fortunately our driver knew 
where to steer the car. (When we returned to the airport 
on a sunny day, I gulped at the unmarked open trench-
es, as deep as 30 feet, on either side of the road.) 
At last, my partner and I reached the resort and were 
greeted with refreshing coconut milk, while the staff 
transported our luggage to our room. I crashed and hoped 
for a better tomorrow. I got it for the next nine days. 

 Chuuk Atoll is everyone’s idea of a tropical para-
dise, and it’s at the end of the world, with  fewer than 
100 rooms available. While many hardcore divers prefer 
liveaboards here, I’m prone to seasickness, so my buddy 
and I opted for the Blue Lagoon Resort. The grounds are 
beautifully main-
tained, with the 
requisite coconut 
palms and hammocks, 
but they are also, 
shall we say, “deco-
rated” with WWII 
anti-aircraft guns 
and aircraft propel-
lers. Truk Lagoon was 
Japan’s main base 
in the South Pacific 
when Operation 
Hailstone, a three-
day attack by U.S. 

April 2013     Vol. 28, No. 4

IN THIS ISSUE:

Blue Lagoon Resort, Chuuk  . . .1

The Truk Odyssey .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .3

Non-United  Flights to  
Micronesia .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .5

Caye Caulker, Belize . . . . . . . . . . . .6

Dead Divers’ Big Mistakes:  
Part II . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

Make the Costa Concordia a 
Diver’s Paradise  . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

DEPP: Off the Recommended 
List  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11

Five Websites that Make Dive 
Travel Easier  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

“Another “ Recall  of Aqua Lung 
Weight Pockets  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

Camera Housing Leak Tests  14

A Bad Dive Weekend  . . . . . . .15

How Humans Have Changed 
Stingrays’ Ways  . . . . . . . . . . . .16

Flotsam & Jetsam  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17

www.undercurrent.org

Editorial Office:
Ben Davison, Publisher and Editor
3020 Bridgeway
Sausalito, CA 94965
EditorBenD@undercurrent .org

Blue Lagoon Resort, Chuuk, Micronesia
the non-liveaboard experience

The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

Blue Lagoon Resort’s Dive Boats



2

forces in February 1944, sent 60 ships and 
275 airplanes to the bottom of the lagoon, 
making it the world’s biggest ship grave-
yard. That’s what I had come to see. 

My first dive was on the Fujikawa Maru 
(“maru” is a designation for non-military 
ships), beginning with the bridge at 30 
feet. I could easily see fighter planes and 
big artillery shells in her holds; though 
deteriorated by the sea, they were easily 
identifiable. It was simple to forget I was 
diving a ship, it looked more like an oddly 
–shaped flat reef. On the bow, clownfish 
nestled in its anemone shelter. A juvenile 
pipefish lounged around the coral, as did 
clams and sponges on the deck. Moorish idols 
were everywhere. A small gray reef shark 

passed by, the first and only of my trip -- disappointing because I had read 
the lagoon was full of them.

The afternoon’s dive was at a “Betty” bomber at 60 feet. Estos, my dive-
master, led me to the plane’s engines, scattered a short way from the fuse-
lage. The wings are encrusted with growing coral colonies in a variety of col-
ors, and they nurtured the most colorful fish life I saw on that trip. But 
of course, Chuuk is about wrecks, and during my week of two-tank dive days, I 
went to wrecks at 60 to 110 feet, with several dives going deeper, including 
one with a deck starting at 150 feet.  

My buddy and I decided in advance not to dive the first day in order to 
get at least halfway through the fog of jet lag. We visited the dive shop 
after the 9 a.m. boats departed to show our C-cards, and for my buddy to con-
firm he would have the EAN 80 in a stage bottle, which he requires for a medi-
cal condition. The shop had it ready, and check-in was efficient and friendly. 
And our luggage arrived! Next day, we placed our dive gear outside our room, 
and when we arrived at the marina, it had already been assembled on their 
20-foot boat, similar to a whaler, with two Yamaha outboards. A rectangular 
wooded seating area was built along all four sides of the hold, and shaded 
with a canopy. Dive gear was stored in the rear and front; there were no tank 
racks. There was a jug of drinking water, and a small rinse bucket for cameras 
was available on request. I couldn’t see any safety gear on board.  

Most resort guests were divers with one of two organized groups -- one from 
Australia, the other  from New Jersey -- 
who kept to their own boats and sched-
ules. The non-group dive boat had nine 
divers -- three from Europe, one from 
South America and five Americans. Estos 
was extremely knowledgeable about the 
lagoon and its conditions, and gave us 
a good briefing at each dive site. His 
sidekick drove the boat, hauled our gear 
to the seat and placed it behind us, 
holding it until we were in our BCs. I 
would backroll into the water (which was 
in the mid-80s in March), and before 
climbing up the removable ladder, hand 
up my fins, BC and weight belt. Both 
Estos and his mate were upbeat, always 
helpful, and spoke workable English.

The wind, while refreshing at the 
resort, could cause four-foot waves in 
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the lagoon. During the rough 20- to 35-minute ride to a site, I was splashed 
and soaked with seawater. Once it rained so hard, it felt like hail was hit-
ting my back. Some divers wore their masks (our first mate added a snorkel) to 
deal with the rougher rides. Considering the two liveaboards in the lagoon -- 
the Truk Odyssey and the Thorfinn -- I was a bit envious.

My “superior” room on the second floor had a cathedral ceiling, fan, two 
comfortable queen beds, porch with table and chairs, TV and DVD player, two 
armchairs, chest of drawers and a bathroom. It was quite comfortable and well-
cleaned each day. The resort is powered by generators that are often switched 
on and off, occasionally causing the AC to not come back on -- unpleasant when 
you wake up sweaty at 2 a.m. In response to minor AC and plumbing problems, 
maintenance men arrived promptly, but they never could do more than provide 
lukewarm water in the shower.

Since Chuuk isn’t brimming with eateries, we had all our meals in the  
indoor dining room or outdoor bar. When traveling to dive resorts in the past, 
I’ve noted that few members of organized dive groups extend themselves to oth-
ers. They’re perfectly content to bond only with fellow travelers, as they did 
here, keeping to their own tables and friends.  Calling ourselves the outcasts, 
my buddy and I ate with people from our dive boat. Meals had Asian (termed 
“Japanese” on the menu), local and American options. For breakfast, my dive 
buddy enjoyed a vacation from his usual heart-healthy breakfast and dined on 
scrambled eggs, roasted potatoes and sausage links. Lunch and dinner choices 
included pasta, burgers, steak, Asian noodle dishes, soups, salads, fish and 
chicken or combinations thereof. Some dinner choices were unusual; one was 

Another Chuuk Option: the Truk Odyssey 
    Clearly the Chuuk liveaboard of choice, the Truk Odyssey caters to serious mixed-gas divers as well as others . S . 
Lori Brown (Bellevue, WA) was aboard in March and reports, “The dive briefings given by Captain J .J . and Kim, 
the dive guide and instructor, were always detailed and complete . They included what was known of the ship’s 
history as well as the shipwreck’s history . Because J .J . and Kim have been diving these wrecks for nearly eight 
years, they had insight into the changes . Each briefing was accompanied by a diagram of the ship and details on 
points of interest . On my six-day trip, it was clear the daily schedule was well planned so that each dive seemed 
better than the last, with our final destination being the deepest dive of the trip, the San Francisco Maru . 

     “Some sights on the wrecks included the engine rooms, gauges, tanks, bullets, torpedoes, rolls of chain-link 
fence, warheads, trucks, airplane wings, lanterns, guns, gas masks, periscopes, a medicine kit with ampules pre-
sumed to be morphine, and some human remains . Mundane objects like a bicycle, clocks, sake bottles, broken 
china, and blue shirts were strewn throughout the ships . Some of the ships were encrusted with marine life . 

     “There was a build-up to the final day’s dive of the “Million Dollar Wreck,” the San Francisco Maru, which 
sunk upright to a depth of 165 feet on the deck and down to 200 feet at the ship’s propeller . It has three tanks on 
the deck and a bow gun with an anchor sitting next to it . For me, one of the best dives was on the Rio de Janeiro, 
which had been a cruise ship taken over by the Japanese and used as a cargo ship, then for transport of soldiers . 
I dove alone on this ship, and sometimes when you’re alone with just the sound of your breath and a 460-foot-
long wreck towering over you, you get a feeling about the immensity of what happened in the spring of 1944 .  

      “As for more routine observations, my cabin was small and faintly tinged with a mildew odor . The bath-
room was hardly large enough to turn around, and more than just tinged with a mildew odor . The food was 
very plain, and just adequate . 

  “On the final day, we had a grim reminder . An unconscious diver was lifted from the water onto one of the 
dayboats that carries divers to the sites .”

     There is a recompression chamber in Chuuk and many people have been trained to operate it, however, 
medical facilities are poor and this is no place to get bent .
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shish kabobs of marinated pork, chicken and liver, served with rice and plan-
tains. Picky eaters can stick with grilled local fish and rice. The availabil-
ity of fruits and vegetables depended on what arrived on the flights. 

My travel agent had arranged for us to pre-pay breakfast ($10 per person, 
per day) but not lunch or dinner -- a good plan, because our lunch and dinner 
checks never reached what we would have had to prepay for those meals. A small 
market near the dive shop carries bottled water, soda, ice cream, chips, and 
frozen pizza at lower prices than the resort’s gift shop. While a few divers 
lingered in the bar after dinner, I would usually watch an episode of Homeland 
on my iPad Mini and hit the sack. Internet access was sporadic, and only avail-
able in the lobby and dining room.

Typically, we departed at 9 a.m. for a dive, returned for lunch, then 
departed at 1 p.m. for the second dive, returning about 4 p.m. To get a third 
afternoon dive in, we did two dives some mornings before returning to the 
resort, but twice we returned so late that the dining room had closed. Once we 
got a full lunch menu in the bar, the second time the food staff skipped their 
break and opened the dining room to serve us lunch. The friendly staff members 
always said hello, knew where we wanted to sit for meals, and even knew what 
we wanted to eat before we ordered. 

The dive shop also provided great service. When the mouthpiece on my pri-
mary regulator broke and the one on my octopus leaked, they quickly replaced 
the former and reattached the latter at no charge. They carry Scubapro parts, 
and Mares rental gear. The gas-mixing operation was first rate. My buddy was 
able to return a used stage bottle and have it filled while he waited.  

One morning, the scheduled dive was San Francisco Maru, which starts at 
150 feet. The dive shop only offered 80- and 100-cu. ft. tanks, and to me, 
diving that deep on a single is stretching the safety level. So I switched to 
another boat and, wearing 100 cu-ft tanks, my buddy and I dropped in on the 
Shinokoku Maru, where we were rewarded with the sight of tanks and field artil-
lery on the deck. Deck guns were encrusted with corals and populated by small 
fish. In one of the holds, human bones were a grim reminder of the last World 
War. On many wrecks, sake bottles were a mainstay, and artifacts were art-
fully arranged on the decks or within the holds. I guess that’s necessary for 
easy viewing and reducing damage to the ships, but sometimes it looked just too 
arranged, such as a deck area with pieces of crockery set up as if on a table. 
Some ships had huge holes in their decks or sides, blown open by U.S. bombs or 
torpedoes. It was awe-inspiring to look up 100 feet from inside a ship to see 
the blue water above, surrounded by the edges of the deck. But no soft coral 
and very few fish; it was mostly diving clean steel. Besides my lone reef shark 
sighting, I also saw a single spotted eagle ray and one turtle.

Estos was very lenient; divers are on their own in terms of how deep 
they go and for how long. Once, while I was edging through the interior of 
the Shinkoku Maru, there was an annoying traffic jam because people in front 

wouldn’t move along, but for the most part, 
divers -- even the photographers -- were 
considerate enough. Those wishing to have 
a “tour” would meet Estos underwater, but 
divers were free to do their own thing if 
they were experienced and competent. Most 
fit that bill, except for a 68-year-old guy 
from Colorado who had but 10 dives after 
being certified 10 years ago. He couldn’t 
even read his pressure gauge. Luckily, he 
was good with his air consumption, perhaps 
because he lived in the Rockies. At the San 
Francisco Maru, I was the first to run low 
on air, so Estos brought him over and sig-
naled that we would go up together, but he Blue Lagoon Resort Rooms
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started swimming upward. Estos grabbed his fin and pulled him back down. Back on 
the boat, I asked him what he knew about ascending. “You ascend as fast as your 
bubbles go up,” was his reply. “Uh, they changed that a while back,” I told him. 

During one surface interval, Estos took us to his home island of Tonoas  
so that he could vote in the local election. We took a brief island walk-
ing tour ($3 per person), which included the abandoned high school, a former 
Japanese administration building, and a small museum of Japanese pillboxes. The 
woman who took my money reminded me of “Bloody Mary” from Tales of the South 
Pacific -- all she needed were some shrunken heads. 

After seeing multiple wrecks full of holds and holes, I was ready to dive 
a reef. The resort does that for snorkelers, but the trip wasn’t scheduled 
until my last day, though I bet they would have accommodated me had I spoken 
up earlier. By the time I requested a reef dive, the winds were too rough for 
the long ride. 

Before we departed, the dive shop treated us to a special lunch served in 
a pavilion overlooking the lagoon. At the end of the meal, Estos awarded each 
of us with a nice printed certificate -- testimony that we had dived the Chuuk 
Lagoon. I will mount mine and hang it in the den, a fine memento of the trip 
to see the underwater remains of our last World War. Chuuk is a schlep, but if 
you’re a history buff and a wreck-dive lover, it’s worth it. For some of us, a 
land-based operation is the way to go. For others, a liveaboard will be a bet-
ter option.  

-- F.N.J.

Flying to Micronesia? Options to Avoid United 
      It’s a cliché to talk about how flying is no longer fun, and it is often less so for us divers who fly to far-
away places, where plane changes and journeys on small airlines are required . Even when the weather 
isn’t troubling, one can be certain to have major delays or missed flights in places like Papua New Guinea 
or Indonesia, or even between small Caribbean islands . Flying to Micronesia has always been a hassle, and 
United’s merger with Continental, the dominant carrier, hasn’t improved things . Look at the experience of the 
author of our Chuuk piece:

      “When we booked our original connection in Houston, we had a 90-minute layover . Then shortly before 
the trip, United changed its schedules so that our morning flight to Houston left 42 minutes later . That flight 
was delayed, so we had less than 30 minutes before departure . Had not a kind tram driver offered us a ride, we 
would not have made the flight . We overnighted in Honolulu intentionally, but the next day’s flight to Guam 
was delayed, so the original connection time of 45 minutes for the only flight that day to Chuuk was reduced to 
almost nothing . That meant we had to run, reaching our seat seconds before the doors were closed . Of course, our 
bags had no chance to make the flight . In fact, 80 bags (mostly belonging to divers) were left in Guam . United told 
us the plane was overweight, most likely to accommodate the perishables either being carried by locals or being 
shipped (Guam is Chuuk’s supply center) . In Chuuk, we spent almost two hours in line to get our chance to fill 
out missing luggage reports . We were rewarded by United with a voucher valued at $25 to purchase toiletries and 
underwear, and another voucher for one day’s rental of dive gear . Some divers had shipped empty tanks for their 
rebreathers, and some had to board liveaboards early the next day -- these folks were really unhappy .

     “For our return, we had paid six months ahead for “Economy Plus” seats for the Honolulu-to-Houston leg, but 
we were switched to economy without notice or explanation .  I learned from a flight attendant that the people who 
had our previously-assigned seats were WWII veterans returning from a trip to sites of Pacific battles, so I suspect 
the seats were gifted by United . Perhaps the old guys deserved them, but I’m partially paralyzed from multiple 
sclerosis, and economy seats made my journey difficult .”

      For those with extra time, a preferable way to go is on a nonstop flight through Tokyo, Manila or other airports 
that offer nonstop flights to Palau .  While the prices are a bit more, there’s a good chance you can use frequent-
flyer miles to get across the Pacific .
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South of Ambergris Caye, which developers have successfully Americanized in 
just two short decades, is the smaller, underdeveloped Caye Caulker. For those 
of us divers who pine for the old Caribbean, it provides a twitch of nostalgia. 
No cars are allowed, so the streets are sand. The village is a funky, laid-back 
development of maybe 1,300 souls of Hispanic or African origin, plus plenty of 
expats, who only recently had a public desalinated water system installed. On 
the oceanfront main street, vendors hawk souvenirs and street food, the kind 
that always tempts me and is bound to make me ill -- yup, after my first help-
ing, diarrhea persisted throughout the trip. So I stuck to the real restau-
rants, similar to each other, either with picnic benches or tables set on the 
sand, or a wooden deck in open-air roofed buildings. Food doesn’t vary much: 
fresh fish or lobster, roast chicken, pork chops or steak served with rice, 
beans and frequently cole slaw. At the “Italian” restaurant, my grilled fish, 
smothered in tomato sauce, of course came with rice and beans. Old Caribbean 
food, old Caribbean prices: A whole grilled lobster with sides cost US$10, a 
grilled snapper filet or kabob dinner was $9. Voluminous pina coladas cost $3. 

 The old Belize dive operators weren’t much to write home about, but 
Belize Diving Services (BDS) resembles a 21st century operation. Prior to our 
arrival, owner Chip Peterson asked me and my partner to submit our physician 
dive fitness forms, which he requires for folks over 65. Upon arrival, he was 
extremely helpful, and can supply custom 40-cfs bottles of EAN80 that I use for 
decompression (a safety margin for an illness). He made no attempt to sell us a 
“dive package;” the only requirement was a small deposit, the cost of a single 
two-tank dive.  

The BDS centerpiece is Chip’s home -- 
a large concrete structure on stilts with 
an “after-dive bar” underneath, and a large 
shaded sitting area with plush chairs. Next 
to that is a check-in/office building, with 
a compressor/equipment storage building at 
the rear. A lovely, palm tree-shaded wait-
ing area with picnic bench and Adirondack 
chairs -- perfect for relaxing before 
boarding the boats -- leads to the dock. 
BDS’s smaller boat is a super 27-footer 
with a center tank rack and seats; take 
your stride entry from the side and climb 
aboard via a fixed ladder (waves made that 

Divers Compass: Blue Lagoon Resort accepts MasterCard and Visa, 
but you’ll pay a 3.7 percent surcharge for the privilege of 
using it . . . Book the pre-paid breakfast plan, like I did; 
my buddy and I were there for nine days, and our total bill 
for lunch, dinner, snacks and drinks was just over $400 . . . 
There’s a box at the front desk to leave tips for staff, but I 
tipped the boat crew and my housekeeper separately . . . If you 
have delicate intestines, beware of both the tap and local bot-
tled water (I fell victim to the chemicals used to purify the 

island’s water) and bring your preferred stomach medications . . . For addi-
tional reference about my dives, I brought the excellent “Franko’s Chuuk Lagoon 
Dive Map” (purchase at http://frankosmaps.com/maps/product/Guide-Map-of-Chuuk-
Lagoon.html), and it’s also for sale at Blue Lagoon’s dive shop . . . Website: 
www.bluelagoondiveresort.com

Belize Diving Services, Caye Caulker, Belize  
Old Caribbean living, the reality of current Caribbean diving

Main Street, Caye Caulker
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difficult at times). BDS’s 46-foot 
Newton Dive Special is used for lon-
ger trips outside Caye Caulker’s reef. 
She’s equipped with a head, freshwater 
showers, plenty of shady space, and 
is a comfortable ride even during the 
hour-long trip in four-foot waves to 
Turneffe Island. Both boats had first-
aid kits and oxygen, and the Newton 
even had a defibrillator.

 On our first day, we dropped 
off our gear, and on the last day, 
we picked it up clean and dry. The 
Belizean crew assembled it on the 
boat, helped me walk to and/from the 
dive platform, and greeted me at the 
ladder. The young Belizean divemaster 
was always the last to board the boat. 
While dives were supposed to last 45 
minutes, my buddy and I often stayed 
down 55 to 60 minutes. First dives 
were to a maximum depth of 80 feet; 
the second went to 60 feet. BDS dive-
masters assumed everyone could manage their own dives unless they asked for 
assistance -- how nice, as my new Scubapro Galileo was beeping up a concert for 
all kinds of silly “warning” reasons. They provide drinks and fresh fruit in 
between dives. 

We had decided to dive Caye Caulker in July, when seas are supposedly the 
calmest, and the rainy season is over. Daytime temps were in the mid-80s with 
a nice sea breeze. But the 45-minute taxi trip ($25) from Belize City to the 
caye was a bit wet and rough; we covered the seats and ourselves with a tarp 
to keep dry as we powered through a rain squall. Caye Caulker is five miles 
long, half a mile wide and inside the long Belize Barrier Reef. The surrounding 
waters are “lagoon-like,” characterized by sand flats with beds of sea grass 
and calm waters. Half a mile out, one can see waves breaking where the fore 
reef plunges deep. We made six of our dives in that area, and took surface 
intervals within the lagoon to avoid the heavy waves at the dive sites. 

So, what about the diving? Well, it can be good, but it can also be disap-
pointing if you’ve had a few tropical dives in fishy places. Among the better 
ones was a site on the fore reef, where we were promised nurse sharks and rays. 
Sure enough, the promise was kept. Once we descended, we followed our divemas-
ter over fields of soft corals. Then he signaled us to stop. Suddenly several 
nurse sharks swam toward us, eventually so close that a number of our group 
went so far as to pet them. While we were occupied with the sharks, two spotted 
eagle rays circled around. In the soft corals, I saw several small hawksbill 
turtles gnawing on sponges.

On our fifth diving day, we booked a long trip to Turneffe North ($110 per 
person) which required us to be at the shop by 9:30 a.m. The Newton provided 
a comfortable hour-long ride through bumpy waters, eventually carrying us into 
calmer waters at Turneffe North. The visibility was better than it had been 
on other dives, ranging from 30 to 60 feet, and the fish life and hard cor-
als were more abundant than at the other sites. We swam among schools of fish, 
several morays, but no sharks or rays or sizeable fish. Between dives, the crew 
put on a hot buffet lunch of (wait for it) chicken, rice, and beans, along 
with coleslaw and fruit.

But for the most part, our close-in dives were mostly barren of swimming 
fish as we finned above fields of soft corals swaying in the light current. 
I saw trumpetfish and a number of angelfish, but not much else. Weird, but I 
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found myself falling asleep as I drift-
ed on one 45-minute dive. (Now that is 
relaxation and boredom!) Most dives were 
termed “drift dives,” although there 
wasn’t much current. I assume that term 
just means the boat followed our bub-
bles so that if any diver ran low on 
air, he could surface and get easily 
picked up, allowing others to continue. 

Sad to say, the lionfish appears to 
be the national fish, which our dive-
master hunted religiously. In the spir-
it of the hunt, we divers let him know 
whenever we spotted one. After spear-
ing a lionfish, he placed it in a large 
bag. Despite the spearfishing efforts, 
we saw numerous lionfish on every dive, 
and correspondingly, few juvenile fish. 
There was the occasional moray, angel-
fish, spotted drum, parrotfish, trumpet-

fish, blue tang, black durgon, yellowtail, grouper, squirrelfish, triggerfish 
and blenny, and on one safety stop, a southern stingray. Despite lots of expe-
rience spotting coral-banded shrimp on dives elsewhere in the Caribbean, I only 
saw two on my eight dives. So I must characterize four of my eight dives as 
boring, with little to see other than coral and sponges; we saw almost no fish 
on two dives. That said, sponges and soft corals, including sea fans and fire 
and brain coral, were abundant and healthy looking on every dive.  

 At Chip’s suggestion, we stayed at Caye Reef, a six-unit condo across the 
street from the ocean and a small beach, and a 10-minute walk from the dive 
shop. All units are two-bedroom, two-bath units, fully equipped, spacious, 
clean and very comfortable, with strong A/C, filtered water and good, firm mat-
tresses. There’s even a local cell phone good for 10 calls. Each unit has a 
beachfront balcony with a clothesline, hammock and chairs. The building also 
had a private freshwater pool and a rooftop hot tub (there are no real swim-
ming beaches on Caye Caulker). 

I had no difficulty buying food for breakfast, lunch and snacks; at one of 
two bakeries, I bought a fresh loaf of whole wheat bread for $1.25. Other shops 
sell fresh-squeezed, reasonably priced fruit juices. The small markets have lim-
ited stock, but I loved the fresh local eggs for breakfast. One warning: Canned 
and packaged food ought to be labeled “leftover,” because many were far beyond 
their expiration dates. I could reliably guess the age of tinned items by the 
rust on the can. But the local fruit was delicious and readily available.

With diving not much of a draw, we took a day trip to Lamanai, a large 
Mayan ruin on the mainland, which involved a water taxi, an hour-long van ride 
from Belize City, and a 26-mile speedboat ride on the New River. While looking 
at the one temple, a jaguar growled nearby, and screeching howler monkeys greet-
ed us from the canopy. Now that was memorable, no matter how arduous the travel.

If you’re a beginning diver, Caye Caulker is just fine, especially because 
BDS’s operation is first rate, and on the longer dives, you’ll be assigned 
to a beginning group and have your own divemaster. For the rest of us, it’s 
a fine place to hang out in what’s left of the old Caribbean -- comfortable 
accommodations with private swimming pools, a village with a friendly popula-
tion, adventures such as deep-sea fishing and crocodile tours, the spectacu-
lar inland attractions of Mayan ruins, ziplining in the jungle and whitewa-
ter rafting. Even though I might fall asleep on my next drift dive there, I’d 
still go back. 

-- J.N.F.

Caye Caulker, Belize 
Diving (experienced)                HH

Diving (beginner)                  HHHH	

Snorkellng                  H

Accommodations    HHHHH

Food	 HHH

Service and Attitude	 HHHHH

Money’s Worth                HHHH

H= poor       HHHHH= excellent
Caribbean Scale
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For many years, we’ve discussed why divers die, relying in large part on cases presented by the 
Divers Alert Network (DAN) .  It has discontinued its reporting, so we are turning to other sources, in 
this case, DAN’s Asia-Pacific division in Australia and its Asia-Pacific Dive Fatality Reporting Project . 
We hope by explaining these cases, divers will understand better how they might contribute to their 
own demise, and exercise proper judgment throughout their diving career .

No Drinking or  Drugs Before Diving

We know alcohol impairs, but it also masks symptoms of decompression sickness until your blood 
alcohol concentration level drops to zero percent . So the more partying one does, the greater the risk for 
injury as a hungover diver . A 44-year-old snorkeler was with three friends on a Great Barrier Reef livea-
board when he decided to down a seasickness pill with a shot of Jagermeister after breakfast . They then 
went snorkeling, and 100 feet from the boat, the man snorkeled back . He looked fine, but when he tried 
to board, he fell back into the water, landed face down and  was unconscious . Life support techniques 
were applied for 17 minutes until the doctor contacted by phone advised stopping . Cause of death was 
aspiration pneumonitis, which essentially means that he choked on his own barf . 

After an evening of drinking and drug use, this 41-year-old guy decided to go for a solo dive, even 
though he was uncertified and inexperienced . He surfaced, looking exhausted, then became uncon-
scious during the swim back to shore . CPR was unsuccessful . The coroner ruled his death a probable 
cardiac arrest . 

On the night before going on his first snorkeling outing, a 51-year-old tourist had a number of drinks, 
including a bottle of wine, two vodkas and a Cointreau . On the day trip to the Great Barrier Reef, he 
was swimming easily with the current, then turned back to the boat, 30 feet away . He took six wild, inef-
fective strokes, then raised his hand as if requesting help . When the boat reached him, he was asked to 
hold on, but his head tilted to one side and he became unconscious . When brought on board, he had no 
pulse and wasn’t breathing . After 65 minutes of trying supplemental oxygen, shock by defibrillator and 
intravenous adrenaline, the doctor who was radioed in to help called off the attempts .

No Flag, But Would It Have Been Recognized?

This 51-year-old experienced diver planned a solo dive off his yacht anchored in a bay near Hong 
Kong . He had positioned a shotline marked by a white fender 30 feet from his boat to indicate he was 
diving, but there was no dive flag flying from the yacht . Shortly after he submerged, his friend driving 
a small motorboat approached from the yacht’s stern . While the boat driver circled the yacht, he heard 
a loud thud, and the dive marker was propelled outward and upward . The diver’s body was found 

Divers Compass: Belize Diving Service’s daily two-tank dives 
to sites just outside the lagoon are US$74.50 per person; far-
ther-away sites, such as Turneffe Atoll ($110), the Blue Hole 
and the Lighthouse are six- to nine-hour trips . . . Both BDS 
and Caye Reef accept MasterCard and Visa . . . The rate for 
our off-season Caye Reef apartment was $180 per night, with a 
50-percent deposit required . . . We booked the Lamanai tour 
with Tsunami Adventures, right next door to Caye Reef; the $96 
per-person rate included a lunch of beans, chicken and rice, 

cooked by the guide’s mother . . . Websites: Belize Diving Services - http://
belizedivingservices.net; Caye Reef - www.cayereef.com

Bad Mistakes Dead Divers Make: Part II 
like pre-dive drug use or faking your medical exam
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several hours later, lying face-up on the bottom with bleeding from head lacerations . His lungs were 
waterlogged with symptoms consistent with drowning . 

Sometimes You’re Just Too Hefty to Dive

We’ve frequently commented on how obesity is a primary factor in many dive injuries and fatali-
ties . And we’ll keep commenting on it: The more weight you carry on you, the less fit you may be to 
dive . Take this 46-year-old diver -- while she was very experienced, she was also very overweight, and 
had been noted to be breathless preparing for previous dives . On her last dive, she was diving with a 
buddy to  90 feet in a familiar site with a weak current and choppy waves . Toward the end of the dive, 
she indicated to her buddy that she wanted to ascend . She left the safety stop prematurely and just as 
soon as she was close to the boat, she became unconscious . She was brought on board for CPR, but to no 
avail . Cardiac death was the ruling .

This 23-year-old diver had been certified two years prior, but she too was very overweight . About 
20 minutes into a dive, she was seen at 70 feet, slowly sinking, unresponsive and not breathing . She ini-
tially responded after being rescued and was given oxygen, but she died en route to the hospital . She 
died from pulmonary barotrauma, typically caused by holding one’s breath on ascent, which causes the 
compressed air to expand on ascent to more than the lung volume, and obesity is a risk factor . 

Why Not Make the Costa Concordia a Diver’s Paradise?
It was big news last year when the cruise ship Costa Concordia struck a rock off Italy’s Mediterranean coast . 

It was the largest passenger wreck of all time, with 30 passenger deaths, and the wreck is still sitting, mostly 
submerged . Because the Costa Concordia is in a nationally protected marine park and coral reef, it must be 
removed from the area before it can be dismantled, posing countless difficulties . There’s a salvage plan, but 
at $400 million (paid for by insurance companies), it’s the most expensive, complicated and riskiest salvage 
operation ever to be undertaken – and no one is sure if it will work . 

The Costa Concordia is sitting on two underwater mountain peaks, with 65 percent of it below the surface . 
The plan is to rotate the ship upright and onto an underwater platform . Then it will float up, leaving more 
of its structure above the surface, and can be towed away . The platform, being built in northern Italy, then it 
must be transported around Italy’s boot and up to the wreck . The steel, which weighs three times as much as 
the Eiffel Tower, will be embedded in the seafloor . It’s a highly complex and expensive plan, involving weld-
ing a new ship, which will consist of huge, hollow steel boxes called sponsons, onto the shipwreck, connecting 
them to a metal platform, and using hydraulic platforms to pull the ship upright and make it float .  The goal 
is to have it do so by next summer . 60 Minutes’ Leslie Stahl recently did a report on the proposed operation -- 
view it at www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=50137223n .

But Undercurrent reader Nick Herbert, a former technical diver turned dive instructor and aircraft engineer 
in Hong Kong, offers an alternative . “Surely a far less costly method -- and eventually more beneficial to the 
local economy -- would be to empty the ship of all petroleum-based and other toxic fluids, where it lies . The 
skilled commercial divers necessary for this process are already on site . After pumping out the liquid liabili-

ties, the next step would be to weld any narrow compan-
ionways closed to seal off any remaining hazardous areas, 
and cut large access holes in suitably (safer) areas of inter-
est . Then the ship is released and allowed to ‘roll’ down the 
(already damaged) reef to the seabed . Once stabilized there, 
a final check, et voila -- a ‘new’ wreck for sports divers to 
visit . She’ll become home to a vast array of local underwater 
wildlife, thus eventually balancing most of the reef damage 
already incurred . Local hotels and restaurants will prosper, 
a dive shop will inevitably open in the area, and the whole 
thing will cost a lot less than this $400 million proposal!”
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DEPP: Off the Recommended List            
nobody wrote in to rave about their great service

It’s Your Body

A 57-year-old man had been certified four years earlier and dived on weekends . He had a history of 
epilepsy, bipolar disease and chronic obstructive airways disease, and was taking medications ranging 
from  sodium valproate (for the epilepsy) to Vardenafil (for erectile dysfunction), . He was also over-
weight, and had told his doctor that he felt anxious when it came time to ascend at the end of a dive . 
Because of his medical problems, he knew he would fail Australia’s required dive medical, so he sent a 
substitute in his place .

On a dive the day before his death, another diver saw him break the surface rapidly, then lie motion-
less until the boat picked him up . He cancelled his next dive . The next morning, a friend said he looked 
unwell . Regardless, he decided to go through with a dive that required entering a cave at 72 feet and 
finning 410 feet to the exit at 30 feet . He had dived this cave 12 times and had no problems before, but 
nearing the exit, he rested on a rock, holding his chest and patting it . When his buddy made the OK sig-
nal, there was a delay before he responded . His buddy took him by the arm and towed him into open 
water, where he rested again before ascending . At 30 feet, grabbing the dive boat’s mooring rope, the 
man spat out his regulator, then fell unconscious . They pulled him onboard, but he was not breathing 
and looked gray . Basic life support was given on the 20-minute trip back to shore, but there was no oxy-
gen on board . His death was due most likely to a combination of DCS and an embolism . DAN thinks his 
rapid ascent the day before could have caused a pulmonary barotrauma that precipitated this problem 
on what would have been a routine dive . 

None of these deaths should have happened, and in many cases, dive buddies should have had a 
firm talk with the deceased before the dive or snorkel trip .  Keep that in mind . You might do a friend -- 
or stranger -- a favor someday .

- - Vanessa Richardson

Whenever we write about dive equipment insurance, we always get a few reader complaints about 
Dive Equipment Protection Plan (DEPP) and its slow handling of claims . In the February issue, Deane 
W . Lehrmitt, who handles the DEPP program, explained why DEPP has recently been giving custom-
ers the silent treatment (a five-week computer systems failure in November and December), which we 
didn’t buy, nor did many Undercurrent readers, who wrote to share their horror stories .

Some divers have had trouble contacting DEPP long before its systems failure shutdown last year . 
John Kontnik (London, U .K .) says it was a disaster filing a claim a few years ago when he flooded a 
remote monitor for an underwater video rig . “DEPP had numerous phone numbers and email address-
es, and I had to leave duplicate messages on all . It made no difference, however, as they rarely replied 
to any messages . It took months and months to settle the claim . DEPP always had an excuse: “We never 
received the e-mail or phone  message,” ”Our computers are down” or “We are still investigating .” I 
finally went to the Kentucky Insurance Commission, as DEPP is based in that state . I do not know if this 
helped but I finally was paid for my claim . I dropped the coverage immediately and went with a com-
petitor .”

Kristin Farrag (Dundee, IL)  also questions DEPP’s customer service . “My emails are never answered, 
and they always say they don’t receive them -- and they tell me this is my fault . My phone messages 
are never returned, and DEPP tells me the ‘system’ must have dropped it .  Every time I call? One time, 
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they told me they sent me my covered equipment list but I had not received it . They told me it was not 
their fault .  A year ago, they told me to get my  equipmentlist online, which was convenient, but when 
I went to make changes, I was not able to complete the process . DEPP told me I must be doing some-
thing wrong . I finally cancelled in January . When someone finally contacted me by email, I was told my 
refund would be processed . I haven’t seen it, and I’m not holding my breath! ”

A few readers say DEPP has no problem acting promptly when it comes to collecting premiums . 
Jim Rogers (Silverdale, WA) sent them a simple e-mail a year ago, “requesting information on how to 
remove items from my covered list . I still haven’t heard back from them on that subject, but the e-mail I 
sent requesting how to change an expired credit card for payment was answered within an hour .”

Jose Kirchner (Roseville, CA) said, “DEPP continued to charge my credit card of record for coverage 
though I no longer had need of it (I do not recollect any wording that my coverage was automatically 
renewable), but they finally went away .”

But DEPP does resist paying claims as long as possible, says Jack M . Bernstein (Englewood, OH) . 
“My lenses were stolen between Lima, Peru, and my home . I filed a claim with DEPP, which said to 
split the claim with my homeowners insurer, Allstate, and they would pick up the deductible . I also 
filed with the TSA . Allstate paid within two weeks and TSA within four months . DEPP claimed its delay 
was because it was a theft and not a repair, and it needed a waiver from the state insurance regulatory 
agency .” That correspondence was then supposedly lost . “DEPP finally paid when I threatened to file a 
complaint for insurance fraud .”

Five Websites That Makes 
Dive Travel Easier

You can argue whether travel is easier now than back 
in the day, but the process for booking flights, cars and 
hotel rooms today is definitely better now . Still, with all 
the websites and apps for travel booking there, it seems 
like there’s too many options to choose from . One of my 
favorite websites for checking out travel tips and deals 
before I book dive trips is JoeSentMe .com, written by 
business travel pro Joe Brancantelli . He recently listed 
his favorite websites to make travel easier, and I defer to 
his advice .

To find fare information: Kayak.com. Hopefully, 
you already know about this super flexible flight finder 
and fare-compare tool . You can filter prices by number 
of stops and connections (useful if you’re looking for a 
bargain on international premium-class travel); take-off 
and landing times; by any combination of carriers you 
choose; aircraft type; and, most creatively, by an airline’s 
membership in a global alliance .Its layout and displays 
are clean and intuitive . 

For plane seat information: SeatGuru.com. Most 
airlines offer seat maps of their aircrafts, but  SeatGuru 
is by far the better choice for seating information . For 
starters, it puts aircraft-by-aircraft seat maps for more 
than 100 airlines all in one place . Each map comes with 

color-coded alerts, highlighting good (green), bad (red) 
and questionable (yellow) seats . Best of all, SeatGuru 
publishes the amount of legroom in coach, and type of 
reclining seat in premium class .

For flight information: FlightStats.com and 
FlightAware.com. You no longer have to rely on what 
airlines choose to say about the state of their daily opera-
tions or any particular flight . Check FlightStats and see 
how the airline is operating by day, down to the hour, 
and how flights are running at a specific airport . It also 
has a continuously updated one-page snapshot of global 
cancellations and delays . 

FlightAware .com trumps FlightStates .com in one 
area : You can click a link to see where the aircraft due 
to operate your flight is currently located . Knowing 
where the plane is usually gives you a better idea of 
your actual delay time than what a carrier posts on a 
departute board . 

For shopping bonuses: EvRewards.com. With so 
many frequent flyer miles and guest points now coming 
from affinity credit cards, this site helps you track, cross-
reference and highlight the best matches of cards, air-
lines, hotels and bonus offers so you can maximize your 
earnings . Simply enter the name of the store or website 
where you want to shop, and EvRewards returns a list 
of cash-back offers and bonus deals from credit card, air-
line and hotel shopping portals .
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Robin Mason (Ithaca, NY) says DEPP battled with State Farm, her homeowners’ insurer, about who 
should cover the loss for her camera and accessories that were stolen from her suitcases on her way 
home from the Philippines . “Along the way, we had different offices and personnel at DEPP handling 
(or, rather NOT handling) our claim . It took weeks to get a response to email inquiries, and we were 
required to submit duplicate documentation to DEPP each time a new person or office took over the 
case . As it turned out, our homeowner’s insurance would have covered the entire loss, less a $500 
deductible .  DEPP refused to reimburse us for the $500 deductible . In the end, DEPP and homeowners 
each paid 50 percent of the loss, and we had to eat the deductible . So we were out the cost of the DEPP 
insurance, and got no additional coverage as a consequence of having had the DEPP coverage . Even 
once the ‘settlement’ had been reached, it took DEPP an additional six-plus weeks to send us the check .” 

Those who’ve switched from DEPP to other dive gear insurers, particularly Divers Alert Network’s 
insurance option, say experiences with the latter have been far better . Nili Hudson (Los Angeles, CA) 
was pleased with how DAN handled her claim for a camera when she slipped and fell during an 
Indonesia dive trip . “I submitted a claim for my loss, and was contacted immediately with a list of 
items that they needed from me . Once I submitted that list, my check arrived roughly three weeks later . 
Now compare this to my experience with DEPP . I submitted a small claim for a focus light that fell off 
my camera while diving . It took me five months, and an untold amount of emails to get any response, 
although DEPP did contact me to require that I get a notarized document for a claim of $325 . How ridic-
ulous is that?” 

Bill Schlegel (Jefferson City, MO) dropped DEPP a while back, but it was primarily due to pricing . 
“Others probably will confirm too that DEPP is expensive . I used to pay about 50 percent more just for 
equipment coverage with DEPP than I do for equipment coverage and all the other coverages I have 
with DAN . Another thing, and this is just my speculation, is that DEPP is a fairly small operation for 
an insurance company . This can be a problem for any insurance company, no matter what it insures . 
Capitalization and reserve funds are required . Inadequate reserve for payments results in customers 
being delayed, ignored and eventually alienated as the company tries to juggle income versus payment .”

“Another” Recall for Aqua Lung’s SureLock Weight Pockets
We saw a March 21 press release from the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CSPC) that Aqua Lung 

was recalling 110,000 of its BCs with SureLock II weight pocket handles because the company received 236 
reports of handles detaching from the pockets . Those are major numbers . Last November, we reported  that 
Aqua Lung was doing a voluntary recall of the same weight pocket handles in all its BCDs sold since 2009 . Are 
these two related? 

Tom Phillipp, product manager at Aqua Lung, tells us that the CSPC is six months late with its recall release . 
“We instigated it last September, and contacted them, requesting to be eligible for its Fast Track program, to get 
the press release issues quickly . But we couldn’t wait so we recalled the recall .”

Regarding those 236 reports, Philipp says Aqua Lung has software that lets it know when products are 
returned but it doesn’t  report the reason why . “It could have been BC discoloration or some other incident, but 
we started believing the handles exhibited signs of stress .” Aqua Lung sent  a heads-up to its dealers, and when 
more handles started coming back, it issued its own recall . Six months later, the CSPC finally issued the “fast 
track” press release . That’s government efficiency for you . “But the good thing is that the CSPC press release 
casts a wider ne so we can reach the rest of SureLock owners,” says Philipp . 

So if you have an Aqua Lung BC with rubber-handled weight pockets that you bought between September 
2008 and September 2012, take a look at the weight pockets; “SureLock” is molded onto the back . BC models in 
the recall are Axiom, Axiom i3, Balance, Black Diamond, Dimension, Libra, Lotus, Pearl, Pearl i3, Pro LT, Pro 
QD, Pro QDi3 and Zuma . Take the two weight pockets to an authorized Aqua Lung dealer for a free inspection 
and free replacement .
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Years ago, a friend of mine had a submarine housing for an expensive Swedish Hasselblad camera . I 
owned such a camera myself . He offered to share the housing with me if he could share my camera . I didn’t 
think this was a good deal . In the event of a flood, the housing would survive but the camera would not .

 Fast forward 20 years later . Digital photography didn’t bring the financial savings we were promised . 
Instead of spending money on film and processing, photographers now spend their money keeping up with 
the latest hardware and software . This has repercussions for underwater photographers, as the latest cam-
era needs to be fitted into the latest appropriate underwater housing, effectively doubling the cost . Often, 
we jump into the water with as much as $10,000 worth of gear, so a flood is disastrous . It’s worse if you’re a 
professional videographer . Modern, high-tech video cameras can cost $50,000 or more, so the financial risk 
of taking one underwater is very high indeed .

Gates, probably the most popular housings manufacturer for these cameras, offers a vacuum leak-test 
system that proves the housing is air-tight and therefore will be watertight before the assembled rig gets 
anywhere near water . But only one manufacturer, the Belgium-based Hugyfot, offers this facility at the 
moment for those using humbler stills cameras . 

Instead of putting your camera in its housing and then gingerly dipping it into the freshwater rinse tank 
to see if you can spot bubbles escaping (with possible dire consequences if you do), simply pump the air 
from the housing, and watch an indicator to see if air leaks back in . In the case of Hugyfot, a built-in pres-
sure sensor and LED warning light will tell you if it does . Air, unlike water, is kind to expensive electronics .

Install the camera in the housing, checking that all the controls are linked and functioning perfectly . 
Instead of neurotically checking and rechecking the main O-ring and its groove for any grit or hair that 
might have intruded and caused a disastrous flood, you can simply seal up the two halves of the clam-
shell, then check for leaks . I don’t even bother to grease the main O-ring because, in use, it doesn’t need 
to move; it is simply compressed . The air pressure inside the housing at this point is the same as that 

around you, and the red LEDs flash to tell you that . Two sets 
of LEDs will flash -- one on the camera hot-shoe near the 
housing’s eyepiece, and one at the bottom, seen through the 
housing’s big window .

There is an additional bulkhead connection to the hous-
ing with a cap, just like a strobe lead connection . Remove the 
cap and apply a vacuum pump . Hugyfot supplies an electric 
pump but I found that a manual Vacuvin pump, intended for 
removing air from half-empty wine bottles, does the job just 
as well . Then pump the air out of the housing . There is a valve 
inside the bulkhead connection that prevents air leaking back 

 Nobody wrote us  to defend DEPP or crow about how fabulous they were treated by the customer 
service reps . Therefore, we must recommend that if you want insurance for your dive gear, a better 
alternative is Divers Alert Network’s equipment insurance plan (www.diversalertnetwork.org/insur-
ance/equipment) . And check with your home insurer -- many firms will cover dive equipment under 
their homeowner policies .

- - Vanessa Richardson

Camera Housing Leak Tests   
a better way to ensure your pricey camera is waterproof

Hugyfot Housing for Nikon Cameras
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After an evening of drink-
ing and drug use, this 41-year-
old guy decided to go for a 
solo dive,

in while you do it . This takes less than a minute, and when the pressure sensor inside the housing detects a 
sufficient drop in pressure, the red LEDs turn to green . Replace the cap on the bulkhead connection . (I was 
told that if I forgot to do this, the valve inside will keep water from intruding into the housing .) Wait 20 to 
30 minutes . If no air has leaked back into the housing, the LED stays winking green . It’s very comforting . 
If it returns to red, there’s a problem, and you need to start over and look for that intrusive hair or grit, but 
hey, at least your camera is still dry! 

The little lithium battery that runs the system has stayed working for more than a week during a trip . 
The flashing green LEDs are not intrusive when using the camera underwater, but a quick check that it’s 
still green just before you jump in will work wonders for your confidence, and allow you to concentrate on 
other things . A side effect of the vacuum test is that it pulls in all the O-rings, and seals the housing tight . 
It is impossible to remove the back or the lens port while the green LED is showing . When you want to do 
that, release the vacuum by unscrewing the bulkhead connector, and listen to the satisfying inrush of air . So 
much better than an inrush of water!

Evidently, there is no patent on this system, so it’s surprising that other underwater housing manufactur-
ers haven’t adopted it . However, they have taken the marketing decision that “their housings don’t leak .” 
I’ve been using housings by nearly all of them over the last 20 years, and twice I have made a mistake in 
assembly and lost a camera to a flood -- you never forget such an event . I don’t see these vacuum test sys-
tems as a test of the housing, but more of a test of me .

 People who buy an expensive housing for their camera and want to believe they made the right deci-
sion . They tend to vigorously defend that decision . I recently had some grief on an underwater photogra-
phy forum for expressing these views . I was accused of bias because some naively believed Hugyfot had 
supplied me with my housings at no charge . Not true . However, even if it were, I still put my own $5,000 
camera inside, and I am betting that money on my decision to use that brand of housing . I would be pretty 
stupid to put my expensive camera into an inferior housing just because that part of the deal was free . 

There is a plethora of underwater housings for cameras, and they are all good -- provided the user is 
good, too . You may choose to put your money on your own infallibility, but I prefer to bet that I might 
make a mistake at least once in my life when assembling my housing . In fact, the vacuum leak-test system 
has indicated to me that I’ve made a mistake twice since August . However, this mistake did not prove fatal, 
and I was able to rectify it before taking the rig anywhere near water . 

A Bad Dive Weekend  
Coast to Coast

The last weekend in February was a lethal one for 
scuba divers on either side of the country . 

California’s Point Lobos State Reserve, four miles 
south of Carmel, is known for giving divers trouble in 
winter weather, and it claimed the lives of Volodymyr 
and Marina Butsky, a Ukranian couple living in San 
Jose, who were diving there February 23 . Their daughter 
stayed on shore while they went diving around noon, 
and she alerted lifeguards after they were still out past 
the arranged return time .  Other divers found Marina, 
41, face down near the shore at 2:45 p .m . and pulled her 
back to the beach . A search-and-rescue team launched 
a boat to reach Volodymyr, 40, at 3 p .m . Both divers 
were unconscious and declared dead at the hospital . The 

Monterey County Sheriff’s office is conducting autopsies 
and an investigation . 

Two days later in Miami, a Chinese tourist diving 
with RJ Diving Ventures went missing on a day trip 
in Biscayne Bay and was found dead two hours later, 
wearing only her weight belt but no other dive gear . 
Fellow passengers told TV news crews that she didn’t 
speak English and seemed nervous before the dive . Lack 
of English and diving skills did her in . Passenger Peter 
Restivo told TV station WSVN, “People noticed she was 
nervous right away . She had a mask on, they told her 
to put her mask down, she didn’t understand them .” 
She was discovered missing when the divemaster did 
a headcount back on the boat . It seems she took off her 
BCD while panicking but left the weight belt on, essen-
tially holding on to an anchor instead of her life preserv-
er . The Coast Guard is conducting an investigation . 
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Two independent manufacturers, Backscatter and Underwater Camera Stuff, now offer a similar vacuum 
pump facility as an after-market add-on for virtually all the underwater housings for top-end digital cam-
eras (www.backscatter.com; www.uwcamerastuff.com) At the moment, only Hugyfot offers that facility 
as a factory-fitted standard; its American dealer is Tackle Shack Water Sports in Florida (www.tackle-
shack.com) . And though I mentioned earlier that I was surprised no one has copied the Hugyfot system, 
Nauticam displayed a copycat prototype at the London International Dive Show last month) . 

I foresee this important device becoming more popular as people wake up and smell the coffee, and 
more of these expensive, not-so-protected cameras become toast . Others may protest and need to be 
dragged kicking and screaming away from that cautious test in the freshwater rinse tank . 

John Bantin, a longtime contributor to Undercurrent, is the technical editor of DIVER magazine in the United Kingdom . For 30 
years, he has reviewed virtually every piece of equipment available in the U .K . and the U .S ., and makes around 300 dives per year 
for that purpose . He is also a professional underwater photographer .

Humans Have Changed Stingrays’ Ways
Stingrays living in the Cayman Islands’ Stingray City, one of the world’s most famous and heavily-visited 

ecotourism sites, have profoundly changed their ways, raising questions about the impact of so-called “interac-
tive ecotourism” on marine wildlife .

Researchers from Nova Southeastern University’s Guy Harvey Research Institute and the University of 
Rhode Island studied the southern stingray population of Stingray City -- which draws nearly a million visi-
tors each year to feed, pet and swim with its stingrays -- to assess how the intensive ecotourism has affected the 
animals’ behavior . “Measuring that impact is important because there’s a lot of interest in creating more of these 
interactive ecotourism operations, but we know little about the life histories of the animals involved or how they 
might change,” said study co-author Guy Harvey, who initiated the project .

The results, published last month in the journal PLOS ONE, found that Stingray City’s stingrays show dis-
tinctly different patterns of activity than their wild counterparts, who don’t enjoy daily feedings or close human 
contact . “We saw some very clear and very prominent behavioral changes, and were surprised by how these 
large animals had essentially become homebodies in a tiny area,” says study co-author Mahmood Shivji, director 
of the Guy Harvey Research Institute . 

Wild stingrays are active at night and solitary; they forage through the night over large distances to find 
food, and rarely cross paths with other stingrays . To see if Stingray City’s residents stray from this behavior, the 
research team tagged and monitored both wild and fed stingrays for two years and compared their patterns of 
movement . They found that fed stingrays swapped their normal nighttime foraging for daytime feeding, and in 
contrast to their wild counterparts, began to rest at night . They also didn’t mind rubbing shoulders with their 
neighbors . At least 164 stingrays abandoned the species’ normal solitary behavior, crowding together in less than 
a quarter-square-mile of space at Stingray City . They even formed schools and fed together . The fed stingrays 
mated and became pregnant year-round, instead of during a specific mating season, and also showed signs of 
unusual aggression, biting each other more frequently than their wild counterparts .

These results suggest that human-provided food can dramatically change how even large, highly mobile 
ocean animals behave, with potentially serious consequences . “There are likely to be some health costs that 
come with these behavior changes, and they could be detrimental to the animals’ well-being in the long term,” 
Shivji said .

Stingray City means big business in the Cayman Islands, where each stingray generates as much as 
$500,000 annually in tourism income . The team plans to continue to monitor Stingray City’s population to 
track its health -- and the industry’s impact -- over time . “Right now, these animals have no protection at all,” 
Harvey said . “Without more studies like these, we won’t know what that means for the wildlife or if we need 
to take action . It’s unclear how much of the stingray’s daily diet comes from tourism provided food, but the 
good news is we have seen the animals forage when tourists are absent, suggesting that these animal are not 
completely dependent on these handouts .”
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dolphins name themselves with a “signature whistle” 
that encodes other information . The new finding is 
that dolphins copy another animal’s signature whistle 
when they want to reunite with that specific individual, 
says lead author Stephanie King of the University of St . 
Andrews Sea Mammal Research Unit . “Dolphin whistles 
can be detected up to 12 miles, depending on water 
depth and whistle frequency,” she told Discovery News . 
They copy the signature whistles of loved ones, such as 
a mother or close buddy, when the two are apart . These 
“names” are  never emitted in aggressive situations, and 
are only directed toward loved ones .

Wave a White Cap. After reading last month’s article 
“Lost at Sea,” about a group of divers stranded 10 miles 
off the Baja California coast, subscriber Keith Anderson 
(Champery, Switzerland) wrote in with a suggestion . “In 
almost all stories of divers being lost or having a long 
wait for the boat to find them, there is always the danger 
of overexposure (sunburn), particularly in the tropics 
and for follically-challenged men . I suggest that divers 
take the simple precaution of bringing a light baseball 
cap, or perhaps a tie scarf, which can significantly reduce 
this risk . It takes up almost no space in a BC pocket, and 
it may even aid recovery .”

What’s the Name for an Aquarium Certification? 
When I got certified in the 70s, I was required to spend a 
weekend with wetsuit, fins and snorkel gear in the cold, 
rough waters off California’s Sonoma coast,  with one 
of four dives being devoted to basic rescue . Two weeks 
later, I headed to Monterrey for three ocean dives before 
I was awarded my PADI basic diver card . All that, after 
six hour-long lectures and six nights in a swimming pool . 
Last month, Olympic gymnast Missy Franklin competed  
her basic certification dives in the Denver Aquarium . Of 
course, there were big differences in our training and 
surely in the skills we carried away (think she is ready 
for Cozumel?), but one thing I suspect she didn’t practice 
in that aquarium: how to pee in her wetsuit .

Canon’s Camera Housing Floats for Six Years . 
When Lindsay Scallan of Newnan, Georgia lost her 
Canon PowerShot during a 2007 scuba dive in Maui, 
she thought her vacation photos were gone forever . 
But the camera, still in its underwater case (Eric 
Hanlon, sharp-eyed editor of the underwater photo 
blog Wetpixel, identified it as also made by Canon, 
from its WP series of polycarbonate housings), was 
found 6,200 miles away and six years later on the 
shores of Taiwan by a China Airlines employee 
walking the beach . It was covered in barnacles but 
the memory card was still intact . Thanks to the 
power of social media, Scallon found out about her 
camera, and China Airlines offered to fly her to 
Taiwan for free to pick it up . She just started a new 
job but plans to collect it in June .

Saudi Women Just Want to Scuba Dive. 
Women-only diving courses are expensive in Saudi 
Arabia, but it hasn’t stopped women from taking 
up the sport . The Arab News reports that more of 
them are asking for designated dive areas in the Red 
Sea to avoid the obstacles they face when trying to 
obtain a permit for a dive trip . Currently, the coun-
try’s Coast Guard doesn’t let women dive without 
male guardians, so many have gone abroad for their 
certifications . Samar Al-Fatih is one of them, and she 
said she would travel to Bahrain or the United Arab 
Emirates to dive with a club and do group trips 
without limitations . “Private pools are a dull alter-
native to the ocean for any diver .”

Dolphins Call Each Other by Name. Bottlenose 
dolphins call out the specific names of loved ones 
when they become separated . Other than humans, 
they’re the only animals known to do this, accord-
ing to a study published in the latest Proceedings of the 
Royal Society B . Earlier research found that bottlenose 
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