
Dear Fellow Diver:

Even after years of waiting for this moment, and 
countless worldwide encounters with sharks (includ-
ing some bad-ass ones), I wasn’t wholly prepared for the 
first experience. An eight-foot oceanic whitetip shark, 
cruising perhaps 70 feet away, made a seamless left turn 
and headed directly for me. From my perspective, her mas-
sive pectorals and dorsal formed a near-perfect equilat-
eral triangle; the resemblance to the business end of a 
World War II fighter was overwhelming. The featureless 
sapphire blue of our surroundings did nothing to reduce 
the effect. At the last second, she made an invisible 
course correction and passed within a foot of me. After a 
few seconds, my heart rate and breathing returned to nor-
mal ,and my brain re-engaged. Its first thought: “Oh my 
God, let’s do that again.”

The shark and I were just 25 feet deep off Cat Island 
in the Bahamas. It’s one of the better places to find 
these critters, though they exist in the deep waters of 
tropical oceans around the world. I was one of 11 div-
ers on an oceanic whitetip photography trip with Big 
Fish Expeditions, the operating brand for underwater pho-
tographer and 
tour leader Andy 
Murch, who works 
out of Victoria, 
Canada. Andy, 
a 40-something, 
big-animal-hugging 
adventure junkie 
is easygoing and 
good company. He 
also has a story 
or two (ask him 
about being held 
at gunpoint). 
True to his 
branding, Andy takes 
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divers to see and photograph big animals, with 
a particular emphasis on sharks. In fact, two of 
my fellow divers had just come from Tiger Beach, 
another Bahamian venue where they’d spent a week 
with Andy shooting lemon and tiger sharks. Which 
gets me to an important point: If you want to see 
pretty reefs and the usual tropical reef fish, 
this is not your cup of tea. The divers were 
there for one reason -- to get close to as many 
oceanic whitetips as possible, and get as many 
high-quality photos as they could. And sometimes 
that means suffering at the hands of fate and, 
well, human stupidity. 

On my first day, I boarded the dive boat, 
chartered from Bahamian dive lord Stuart Cove, at 
the Hawk’s Nest Marina, on the south end of Cat 
Island (which is shaped and oriented uncannily 
like Italy). The boat is 46 feet long and designed 

to hold up to 30 divers. It has plenty of shade cover and a perfectly adequate 
marine head. I wouldn’t want to be on a 20-person charter on it, but for our 
group of a dozen diver/photographers, it was perfect. The crew, all Stuart Cove 
employees, came with the boat. They set up our gear for us, and then we left it 
on the boat for the week. We were responsible for washing it when the trip was 
over. The crew struck the perfect balance between doing for us and allowing us 
to handle things as we wished. There were no newbies on the trip, and we all had 
our idiosyncrasies. 

We took a 30-minute ride to an area where a group on a different tour had 
encountered three sharks the day before. Parked over a practically bottomless 
ocean, divemasters Charlotte and Beto prepared and deployed an unholy stew of 
chopped fish and menhaden oil. Within a few minutes, a clearly visible slick 
extended to the limits of our vision. Surely we’d see white-tipped rounded dor-
sals cutting through the water at any moment.

This is where human stupidity comes in. According to the Wikipedia page 
about oceanic whitetips, they suffered a population reduction of 70 percent from 
1992 to 2000 in the area we were diving, thanks to long-lining and finning. So 
we waited. Nobody suggested we head the half-mile inshore to dive a reef. There 
wasn’t even much whining. After a couple of hours without any success, the crew 
went to Plan B, which was to troll a baitfish and try to hook a tuna or mahi-
mahi. The idea was that the fish struggling on a line would ring the dinner 
bell for the whitetips. Somewhat to my surprise, we managed to hook and play 
five mahi-mahi. Even more to my surprise, not a single shark arrived to take 
advantage of the captive fish.  At 3 p.m., with nary a shark sighting (but some 
fresh mahi in the cooler), we headed back to the resort with dry wetsuits. If we 
couldn’t dive with sharks, we weren’t diving.

If you’re going to get skunked on a day of diving, Hawk’s Nest Lodge is a 
perfectly fine place to drown your sorrows in a $6 Kalik beer. All 10 rooms are 
clean, well maintained and have a view to the ocean. It’s a 50-yard walk to the 
hammocks and a gazebo at the beach, a perfect place to read a book. Hawk’s Nest 
is located away from everything, so it’s not like you can walk into “town” for a 
beer or a meal. I could get a cab to somewhere, but what little there is on the 
island takes a 30-minute cab ride. The lodge has a dive shop at its marina, but 
I was self-contained with Stuart Cove so I didn’t investigate it. The A/C in the 
rooms works well, as does the plumbing. What else would you want? 

Well, I’d want Wi-Fi in the rooms. The only Wi-Fi access point is in the 
office, which is in a small separate building (there’s an old Dell desktop for 
public use). I got the best signal either by sitting in the office (they were 
happy to have me there if they were open) or in the chairs out front. The prob-
lem was that I was exposed either to the sun or, in the evenings, a blitzkrieg 
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of sand flies that left me looking like a chicken pox patient the first night. 
The lounge/dining-room combination was a tolerable compromise of safety from 
insects and a marginally adequate Wi-Fi signal. 

The lodge itself is a large, airy room divided into a bar/TV area and a din-
ing room. It looks like every other perfectly reasonable diving/fishing lodge 
I’ve ever visited in the tropics. There’s a big-screen TV that was turned on way 
too much (the NBA playoffs were on, to be fair). Out the back is a patio and 
freshwater swimming pool, which give way to a short boardwalk down to the beach. 
All in all, a lovely place to spend downtime. Were I stuck there, I’d have been 
fine for two to three days until cabin fever set in.

My package included all meals, and if I wasn’t satisfied with what they 
were serving on a particular evening, I could get food a la carte (out of my 
own pocket, of course). Breakfast was borderline sumptuous, including eggs, 
bacon, pancakes (on some days), fresh fruit and toast, all served buffet 
style. They packed sandwiches and fruit for us to take on the boat (the last 
question I heard before the boat left the dock each morning was, “Do we have 
the lunches?”). 

Dinners were unfortunately hit and miss; they just brought us whatever was 
on our menu that day. It was always edible and sometimes good but never stellar. 
I realize that the resort is in the back end of never, so supplies are difficult 
to get and expensive. But a little creativity would have gone a long way. In 
particular, I felt bad for Andy, a vegetarian. The kitchen staff seemed clueless 
about how to feed him, except for they knew not to put a pork chop on his plate. 
Too often, his meal seemed to be our “meat/vegetable/starch” offering, less the 
meat. If you are a vegetarian, consider bringing some bags of beans and showing 
the kitchen staff how to prepare them.

Over a post-dinner Kalik in the lounge on the first night, I got to talk-
ing with a group of sport fishermen who were also staying there. They complained 
bitterly about losing hooked fish to sharks, even seeing the sharks snatch the 
fish just as they were about to boat them. Needless to say, my ears perked up, 
and I asked, “Where was this?” 

So on day two, we headed to Columbus Point and started the chum/slick exer-
cise again. It wasn’t 15 minutes before the first whitetip showed up, cruising 
around the back of the boat to slurp up the fish bits Charlotte was tossing in. 
There was also a bait box suspended at 30 feet, which kept the sharks interest-
ed once they found us. When I got in the water, Beto was hanging near the bait 
box. He held up two fingers, then pointed to a second shark. I drifted down and 
just marinated in the blue infinity with two exquisite apex predators swimming 
around us.

Before the other divers get into the water, I should take a minute to talk 
about why you might choose to spend a week of your life (in my case, four days 
of two tanks each) just to be close to this one particular species. Suppose 
somebody said to you, “You can sit in among a herd of elephants or a streak of 
tigers (yes, that’s the official term) for 
three hours each day for a week. If you were 
an elephant or tiger junkie, you’d probably 
drop everything to sign up. Oceanic whitetips 
date from the Jurassic period; they’re per-
fect for what they do, and you know it the 
minute you get close to one. Their grace, 
cool and situational awareness is astonish-
ing. And when you see sunlight dappling their 
back as they cruise at the surface, you won-
der if any creature can be more perfectly 
designed, more beautiful.

More divers entered the water, and more 
sharks appeared, as if to offer good The Dive Boat, Care of Stuart Cove’s
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shooting opportunities for all the pho-
tographers. Over the course of that 
dive, Beto eventually got up to five 
fingers -- all five animals were adult 
females ranging from six feet up to 
probably nine feet (one massive speci-
men I referred to as “Submarine”). The 
sharks were curious. I would describe it 
as a wary respect, along the lines of, 
“I don’t know what you are, you don’t 
give off ‘wounded’ vibes, you’re about 
my size, and we didn’t make it 150 mil-
lion years as a species by randomly 
attacking things we didn’t recognize.” 
But they would pass very close to us, 
and clearly had a sense of which direc-
tion we were looking. I would routine-
ly see a look (or a lens) from another 
diver, then turn around and see nothing 
but gray-green shark body passing in my 
field of vision.

The only time the predator/prey balance shifted a bit was at the end of 
the dive. Without exception, once a diver surfaced and began swimming toward 
the boat, a couple of sharks would peel out of the diver/shark constellation 
and go see what the commotion was on the surface. For these open-ocean preda-
tors, commotion on the surface often means food (yes, they are the ones who have 
picked off countless shipwreck victims over the centuries). They’d pull right up 
behind me or shadow me directly below. If one got too close, a kick with a fin 
would always send it away for a minute. I began to think of it as a game called 
“Where’s the Escort?” It wasn’t a question of whether you had one; it was simply 
a matter of finding her. Every day afterward, we went to Columbus Point and never 
had fewer than five sharks on each of the two dives. Eight was more common, and 
I laughed the first time Beto had to flash 10 fingers and then two more to show 
we were surrounded by a full dozen oceanic whitetips.

During multiple dives, schools of rainbow runners would pass through or 
below us; whether they were attracted to the bait slick or just coincidentally 
in the area, I don’t know. Then on one magic dive, a blue marlin came scream-
ing into such a school, twisting left and right as he tried to snare one of the 
rainbow runners. All that action was a bit deeper than I wanted to chase, but I 
got a good view of the proceedings from above. A couple of divers plummeted down 
into the maelstrom and got good marlin shots. There were also brief sightings of 
a single sandbar and a single silky shark -- I saw neither. If you want to be 
sure of seeing silkies, there are better places to go.

While the trips are not photo seminars, and there’s no formal instruction, 
Andy is a top-notch pro “shooter” and was always willing to share expertise or 
review shots for people. The group was full of serious amateur photographers, and 
we spent much of the down time on the boat discussing the minutiae of underwater 
photography. My group was mostly Americans, with a delightful quartet of Italian 
divers to add some garlic and oregano to the sauce. There were more than a few 
of us with gray hair -- you need to have found a deep passion in life to go on 
this trip. Most importantly, there wasn’t a bozo diver in the bunch. There was 
the usual mix of personalities (some more enjoyable than others), but to a diver, 
they were supremely competent both in and out of the water.

If you’re fresh out of certification camp, pass on this trip until you have 
at least 100 dives. It is very much every man (or woman – there were three in my  
group) for himself or herself. The divemaster is there to help, but with a cloud 
of a dozen diver/photographers around him (or her), you’re mostly on your own if 
you have a gear problem. Furthermore, photographers are the epitome of solo div-
ers -- they have no awareness of anything around them except whatever they’re 

Hawk’s Nest Lodge, Bahamas 
Diving (experienced, and if you’re a shark junkie)	 HHHHH

Diving (beginner -- not for you)	                  H

Snorkelling	                  HHH

Accommodations	   HHHH1/2

Food	 HHH

Service and Attitude	 HHHH1/2

Money’s Worth 	 HHHHH

H= poor       HHHHH= excellent
Caribbean Scale
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trying to shoot. An example: A photographer’s tank slipped out of his BC and was 
happily floating there, held only by his regulator hoses. He didn’t even notice 
until one of the two non-photographers in the bunch came over and reattached the 
tank (the divemaster had spotted the issue and was headed there too). 

This is also not the trip for those who have buoyancy control issues. You 
are suspended, untethered and over a 1,000 feet of water, so if you drop it, 
it’s gone). If you spend the entire dive trying to get your buoyancy right, at 
the least you won’t enjoy the dive much, at the worst, you’ll be in severe dan-
ger. And this diving is hard on your ears. The bait box is at 30 feet, and 
there’s rarely a need to go below it. On the other hand, the sharks are often at 
the surface, so that’s where you go to see them. This means a long dive (often 
90 minutes or more) where you’re constantly moving between zero and 30 feet -- 
pretty much the agony zone for most people’s ears. I have tolerant Eustachian 
tubes, but my ears were gurgling for a week after the trip. 

On the last day of diving, we tried a behavioral experiment. Hoping to 
attract more in-shore species, the boat began “towing” the sharks by driving 
slowly shoreward while keeping a constant supply of fish bits going into the 
water. We weren’t sure if the whitetips would leave the comfort of the deep, but 
they followed us like puppy dogs, enabling the photographers to get some unusual 
(and perhaps incongruous) images of oceanic whitetips over reef bottom. Sadly, 
no reef sharks arrived to join the fun, but I lost count at 13 oceanic whitetips 
swimming around over the reef while photographers burned through terabytes of SD 
cards. It was a perfect finale to an awesome trip.

-- D.M.

Divers Compass: My trip cost $2,195, plus I upgraded to a sin-
gle room for another $200 for the week . . . Fly to Nassau 
and then to Cat Island on Sky Bahamas, and it’s  a 45-minute 
taxi ride ($15 per person) to the Hawk’s Nest; if you’ve got 
your own plane (who doesn’t?), Hawk’s Nest has its own runway 
100 yards from the office door (the chatter among the fisher-
men often flowed smoothly between how the mahi were hitting and 

If you’re going to Fiji, the only way an environmen-
tally-conscious diver can fly there now is via Air New 
Zealand. Fiji’s national airline, Air Pacific (which is going 
back to its original name of Fiji Airways this month), 
has been exposed as one of the world’s major carriers of 
shark fins into Hong Kong. After an extensive investiga-
tion, the South China Morning Post has reported that the 
airlines’ new Airbus A330 aircraft were, according to a 
group of pilots familiar with its operations, “basically a 
thinly-disguised freighter” carrying shark fins to Hong 
Kong from Pacific islands. 

The newspaper said suspicions were raised in March 
during a speech given by Anthony Cheung Bing-leung, 
Hong Kong’s Secretary for Transport, at a reception for 
a new Airbus A330 on the airline’s Hong Kong route. 
“There were only 45 tons of cargo being carried between 
Hong Kong and Fiji in 2009. By the end of last year, the 
cargo volume was close to 1,000 tons,” he said in what 
the Morning Post stated as a reference to shark fins. 
“Thanks to the close aviation links, we in Hong Kong 

can now enjoy various kinds of seafood products from 
the South Pacific, as Fiji is one of the major exporters of 
fish and fishery products to Hong Kong.” 

Alex Hofford, director of the Hong Kong Shark 
Foundation, said there had been a 20-fold leap in 
airfreight tonnage from Fiji to Hong Kong in just 
three years. “It’s not pineapples or electronics that are 
being flown here from Fiji, you can be sure of that. 
You may be on an Air Pacific flight where you think: 
‘This can’t be making money, the plane is empty,’ but 
the fact is, it’s full of cargo. They can afford to lose 
money on the passenger side because they’re making 
money on air freight.” 

Air Pacific may be picking up the cargo from Cathay 
Pacific, which last year bowed to pressure from envi-
ronmental groups and halted all shark-fin cargoes. Air 
Pacific spokesman Shane Hussein told the Morning Post 
that the airline was investigating the issue. 

Fiji Airways: A Major Link in the Shark Fin Trade
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the cost of aviation fuel) . . . . Beer is $6, sodas are $3, and spirits are 
available on an honor-based system -- you write down what you’re taking out of 
the cooler. . . Water temperature was in the mid-70s in late April, so don’t 
let the bikini-clad models in the magazines fool you  -- wear a 5mm wetsuit 
head to toe, and a hood of some sort; you’re going to be underwater for about 
three hours each day . . . Despite eating whatever I wanted during the week, 
including the home-baked goodies they parked at the bar each evening, I lost 
four pounds on the trip. . . Bring gloves -- Andy says that white hands wav-
ing around underwater look suspiciously like bits of fish; I dove bare-handed 
and never had a problem, but I’ll take (black) gloves on the next trip . . 
. Website: Big Fish Expeditions -  http://bigfishphotographyexpeditions.com; 
Hawk’s Nest Resort - www.hawks-nest.com

Le Meridien Hotel in Ile des Pins

New Caledonia, South Pacific   
an utter lack of Americans, an abundance of pristine dive sites

Dear Fellow Diver:

New Caledonia can be summed up in two words: remote and fascinating. 
American visitors are rare (they’re mostly French, Japanese and Korean and a 
few Aussies), and that’s a pity. A French island of 250,000 people that’s 1,000 
miles northeast of Australia, New Caledonia boasts the world’s largest coral 
lagoon. Almost 1,000 miles of fringing reef surround the 250 mile-long island, 
and it’s mostly untouched. My wife and I visited in December for 11 days, our 
goal being to dive what are considered three of the best destinations: Noumea, 
Hienghene and the Isle des Pins (we didn’t have enough time to visit the island 
of Lifou). Noumea, the capital city and home to two-thirds of the population, 
is upscale and modern, thanks to high wages paid by the nickel-mining industry. 
I rented a car at the airport, 30 miles north of town. Roads are excellent. Of 
the many fine hotels in Noumea, I chose Le Meridien, which is on the lovely Anse 
Vata beach and offers package deals with its sister hotel on Isle des Pins. All 
the restaurants I tried were good (this is part of France, after all), my favor-
ite being Le P’Tit Café, a 15-minute drive from Le Meridien.

Due to time constraints, we dove just one day in Noumea with Abyss Plongee. 
The dives that day were at Passe de Dumbea, a 25-minute Zodiac ride from the 
harbor. Because the Zodiacs are uncovered, it was a rough and wet ride. The 
crew helped set up and handle our gear (I had my own gear, my wife rented). The 
divemasters were friendly but rushed through dive briefings. Some speak limit-
ed English, so it was tough for some to understand instructions and I too, had 
difficulties, though I speak fluent French. However, enough English is spoken 
at hotels, restaurants, etc., that it is not difficult for a diver who doesn’t 
speak French to have an enjoyable experience. (Dive package tours are available 
through Australian outfitters.)

My first dive was a drift at the Passe, 
followed by a 60-foot dive at the Mur aux 
Loches site, an amazing wall about 100 yards 
long and 60 feet high, and frequented by doz-
ens of white-tip sharks, very similar in num-
bers to those at the Blue Corner in Palau. 
The two one-hour dives were great, but the 
rough, pounding Zodiac rides to and from were 
trying, at best. 

From Noumea, we drove eight hours 
through spectacular mountains, rainforests 
and nickel mines to Hienghene on the north-
east coast (there is a shorter five-hour 
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drive via Kone). We stayed at Koulnoue 
Village, a former Club Med, featuring 
round “bungalows” designed like native 
huts on lovely grounds full of fruit 
trees. Rooms are small, but have most 
amenities, including cable TV (CNN in 
English), refrigerators and air condi-
tioning. It’s a touristy resort, with a 
swimming pool, golf driving range, kaya-
king, okay beach snorkeling, and miles 
of trails to explore. All meals were 
buffet, and featured a wide and ever-
changing variety of fresh meat, fish, 
veggies, salad and dessert courses each 
day. Lots of lychee, an island staple. 
Breakfast buffets also featured a vari-
ety of selections. Because the dive 
boats usually return after lunch, we made sandwiches from the breakfast buffet to 
take with us.

The Babou Cote Ocean dive center was a mile away. We used our rental car, 
but the hotel will ferry guests, too. Dive sites were, once again, a 20- to 
30-minute ride to the outer reefs, but with near dead calm seas all three days, 
the rides were enjoyable on Babou’s covered, seaworthy boats We saw dugungs and 
dolphins on the rides in and out, and Hienghene’s outer reef was as nice as it 
gets. We dove the “Cathedrale” dive site twice, a wonderful series of underwater 
ravines, caverns tunnels and caves. Thousands of tiny reef fish of every con-
ceivable color swarmed near the tops of the reef. Anemone clownfish were abun-
dant, and I even swam near a five-foot grouper. Both hard and soft corals were 
extremely healthy everywhere, testament to the small population of the island 
that hasn’t polluted its shores. Babou was such a friendly, laid-back dive opera-
tor, that I’m sure I could probably have convinced them to ad lib and take us to 
out-of-the-way dive sites. The staff spoke better English than those in Noumea. 

After a drive back to Noumea, we flew to Isle des Pins, southeast of the 
main island, famous for its beautiful beaches and forests of Norfolk Island pine. 
Because it receives the prevailing southeast winds from New Zealand, water tem-
peratures were cooler -- 74 to 75 degrees, whereas in Noumea and Hienghene, it 
averaged 77 degrees. I longed for a 3mm wetsuit, a better fit here than the 
1mms we used up north. The Le Meridien, on a huge interior lagoon sheltered 
from the main ocean (perfect for snorkeling), is luxury incarnate. The beauti-
fully appointed rooms had all the ame-
nities -- TV, CD music system, refrig-
erator, luxury bathrobes and beautiful 
bathrooms. Dining was a mix of high-end 
French, Asian and seafood cuisine. The 
Kunie scuba center, the only dive opera-
tion on the island, is a 20-minute (and 
$30) van ride from the hotel. Nico, the 
likeable owner, is what the French call 
“tres sympathique.” Diving was similar 
to Noumea and Hienghene, with a wide 
variety of every sort of marine life, 
even sea snakes! Visibility was 100-
plus feet, but not quite as good as at 
Hienghene, where the dead-calm days made 
for sparkling- clear water. Most dives 
were 60 to 90 feet, and the boat ride 
is only 10 minutes from the dive cen-
ter. The sites are near several small 
islands, so we were welcome to go ashore 
between dives if the ocean got rough.  

NEW 
CALEDONIA

AUSTRALIA

NEW ZEALAND

Sydney
Auckland

New Caledonia, South Pacific 
Diving (experienced)	                HHHHH

Diving (beginner)	                  HHHH1/2 

Snorkelling	                  HHH

Accommodations 	   HHHHH

Food	   HHHH1/2 
Service and Attitude	 HHHH

Money’s Worth	                HHHH1/2

H= poor       HHHHH= excellent
World Scale
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New Caledonia is environmentally fascinating, both above and below water. 
I’ve made more than 500 dives in such destinations as Tahiti, Fiji, Palau, and 
Vietnam, and this rates at the top of the South Pacific destinations list. It’s 
expensive to get there, expensive to stay and a long trip,  but I found it com-
pletely worthwhile. What also made it exotic was the lack of Americans. I booked 
through South Pacific Adventure in Boulder, CO, which specializes in South 
Pacific destinations, but this was the first time they had booked a New Caledonia 
trip, which gives you an idea of how off-the-map it is. Because I want to see 
more of the diving, I hope to find a scuba-equipped sailboat, because my hunch is 
there are plenty of pristine dive sites for 1,000 miles along the barrier reef.

-- A.P.

Divers Compass: We flew on Air Zealand from LAX to Auckland, then 
two hours to Noumea; if you miss the connection, you may have to 
stay over a day or two, as the Noumea flights run only four days 
a week . . . There are also flights here from Australia, Fiji, 
Tahiti and Japan . . . While our air, hotel and dive costs were 
all packaged together, most dive operators charge around $100 
for a two-tank day; the two Meridien hotels charge $400 to 500 a 
night, while Koulnoue Village averages $250, with meals included . 
. . Websites: South Pacific Adventure - www.southpacificadventure.

com; Le Meridien hotels - www.starwoodhotels.com/lemeridien; Koulnoue Village - 
www.grands-hotels.nc/english/koulnoue.html 

What to Tip on Your Next Dive Trip: Part II	
tips about tipping by the pros

In last month’s issue, Undercurrent readers had their say about how much, when, who and how to tip. In Part II, 
we asked dive travel pros for their recommendations, especially about how to tip in Third World countries, and whether 
being a big-spending American affects the level of service – and ire from others divers – on a dive trip.

Tipping in the Third World

Many liveaboards and resorts suggest a tip of 10 to 15 percent of the overall cost of the stay, but with 
many of them operating in Third World countries, that doesn’t take into account the local salaries and 
cost of living. A liveaboard of 16 people paying $2,500 and tipping 10 percent each could produce $4,000 
in tips for a crew of eight. On $750 a month, they could be kings of their villages. But when tipping is so 
far above their standard of living, does that have Western habits encroaching too much on local culture?  

A few dive operators keep that in mind. Anna Donahue (Jersey City, NJ) says one resort where tipping 
isn’t strongly pushed is Manta Bay Resort in Yap. “Owner Bill Acker states that his employees are well paid, 
and suggests that guests donate to their Christmas fund instead. The money is then split amongst all staff 
members as Christmas bonuses. I thought that was an excellent way of dealing with tipping. As Bill puts it, 
there are a lot of staff workers that make your stay pleasant but you do not necessarily see them or know 
them as well as the divemasters, for example. This philosophy is more in synch with the Micronesian cul-
ture of sharing with the village.” (Christmas funds are common throughout Fiji.)

When we asked Bill Acker himself about the tipping issue, he says that not only does a big tip make 
someone king of the village, jealousy within the staff is a huge problem. “Tips are a huge problem for us. 
We pay all of our staff at a level so that tips aren’t required, but the good ones know how to get the tips and 
the others suffer for it. I have very seriously considered trying to do what they do in the Philippines, which 
is quote things as so many Pesos, plus tax and service charge, and then tell all guests, ‘Please do not leave 
money with any of our staff. You have been charged a service charge as part of your package, and every 
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member of our staff will get their share of that money.  Furthermore, if someone gave you extraordinary 
service and you want to reward them,  give them  a tee shirt, used dive gear, old cell phone, whatever, but 
no money.” I haven’t done this because I keep getting talked out of it.  Americans don’t want to be told 
what, or who, to tip, Europeans don’t want that much money added to their packages, and the same for 
Japanese.  Kind of damned if you do and damned if you don’t.”

What the Dive Pros Suggest

Lisa Evans (Fort Collins, CO) finds it interesting how different dive operators approach tipping. “At 
the end of my trip on the Palau Aggressor, they gave us a sheet explaining how important tipping was. 
Three paragraphs about diving being a service industry, and how hard they tried to please us. But at 
Manta Bay Resort in Yap, the paper said that we should only tip for outstanding service.” And these are 
both in Micronesia. 

So what do professional trip arrangers – the travel agents and dive trip leaders -- suggest?  We asked 
both types about what they advise their clients. It varies, as you can imagine. 

Cindi LaRaia of Dive Discovery in San Rafael, CA, recommends 5 to 10 percent of a dive resort or 
liveaboard, “simply because the price of today’s liveaboards have gone off the planet. Really, the crew in 
Indonesia does not need to receive 15 percent of the cost of the trip.” When it comes to figuring out much 
to tip, she recommends asking ahead of time how they manage tipping. She does not recommend tipping 
crew separately. “All people on the boat, even the captain, merit a tip and should not be paid individually. 
A crew tip is shared equally by the crew. If there is a western cruise director, he or she may be paid sepa-
rately, in some cases. That’s why it’s best to ask your travel agent to check on the best protocol so there’s no 
confusion or embarrassment at the end of the trip.” 

Ken Knezick, owner of Island Dream Travel in Houston, TX, says that rather than going on a strict 
percentage basis, a diver should assess each trip on its own merits and the local country’s valuations. 
“Whether liveaboard or resort, begin by privately asking a few different staff members how tips are 
handled. In many cases, each will have its own method of dividing a tip. If it appears equitable, offer your 
tip in one lump sum for them to divide. It is more complicated to try to tip each person individually, but 
sometimes that may be necessary. Avoid the error of tipping only the English-speaking staff, the macho 

“Now I Can Pig Out on Trips  
with Less Guilt”

Readers seem to enjoy the story we ran last month 
on how many calories one actually burns during diving. 
That’s because research shows the burn can go up to 500 
calories during an hour-long dive. 

Subscriber Randall Rothenberg (New York, NY) 
wrote to say that his research also indicates that a 
modestly experienced diver on a typical Caribbean 
dive typically burns around 400 kcal an hour. “I’ve 
seen that in my own weight-loss stats after a dive trip. 
I obsessively log everything I consume, versus calories 
burned through exercise, and they consistently net out 
at that figure. A professor of physiology at the medi-
cal school on Saba, with whom I dined on my last trip 
there, confirmed that the burn is roughly equivalent to 
a good brisk walk. Now, that may not feel like a lot of 
exercise. But imagine doing three to four hours of brisk 

walking during a day, then imagine doing it every day 
for a week. That is decent exercise, especially for the 
otherwise desk-bound recreational diver, and it’s pretty 
much what you’re getting on a dive vacation.” 

While he stays in shape and exercises regularly at 
home, David Marchese (Hummelstown, PA) says that 
he can eat “like royalty” during vacations and weekend 
getaways, and easily put on five pounds during that 
time. “I have been on nearly 30 liveaboards over the 
years, and I’ve always been astounded that while I easily 
double my caloric intake during these voyages, I never 
gain any weight.  My only conclusion was that diving 
burns an enormous number of calories, yet I never read 
anything to confirm my anecdotal evidence. Thanks for 
the article. Now I can continue to pig out on trips with 
even less guilt.”

Good for you, Randall and David, but I still remain 
skeptical that reef diving can burn that many calories.  
				                  -- Ben Davison
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dive guide or the cute cruise director. There are many more people behind the scenes who are equally 
critical to your comfort and should be included in the tip. If I err, it is on the side of offering more consid-
eration to the rank and file workers than to the Western staff.  A hundred dollars to a jaded dive guide 
might mean an upgraded iPod, but $20 dollars for a working person in a third-world country may mean 
that his child can go to school that year.”

When Ken Kurtis, owner of Reef Seekers in Beverly Hills, CA, organizes dive trips overseas, he always 
builds in a pre-set tip amount (usually 5 to 10 percent of the diving portion of the trip cost) that’s part of the 
overall price. “By collecting it up front, I’m not nickel-and-diming people at the end of the trip. And it also 
means that if everyone had a good time, they’re willing to kick in a little more -- I call it ‘tip augmentation.’ 
As a trip leader, this also gives me a lot more clout because the places I deal with know that I have control 
of all of the tip money ahead of time. Doing it this way, because people are usually willing to augment, has 
also given Reef Seekers a reputation of being very good tippers, and we consistently get good service. And 

Why Some Indonesia Liveaboards Don’t Take Credit Cards
Undercurrent subscriber Dean Conrad (Flower Mound, TX) was planning a trip aboard the Indonesian livea-

board Arenui when “I was told by the owner that they cannot accept credit cards, so we would have to wire him 
the money. That’s an unusual thing among dive operators, so I wanted to ask, why is wiring money the only option 
they give? Why can’t they accept credit cards?”

Good question. In this age of the Internet, PayPal and other easy-to-use financial technology, we wonder our-
selves why the Arenui still relies on wire transfers. Not to mention that credit cards offer protection if a trip deposit 
or payment doesn’t go as planned. Wire that money overseas and you could be waving it goodbye, especially if the 
liveaboard sinks and the company goes under.

We asked Laura Goddard, Arenui’s marketing manager, to explain. First, she says, her boat is not the only one 
with a wiring-only process. “I imagine there are other operators  -- especially those based in Asia -- who have a simi-
lar system to ours. For deposits and balance payments, we ask for a wire transfer (which is usually done via Internet 
banking transfer) because Indonesian banks are very inflexible on credit card payments without the card shown in 
person, as they have had too many cases of credit card fraud in the past. We also don’t feel it would be practical at 
this time to take card payments, given the level of fraud that still exists in the Indonesian banking system. We do 
have a PayPal system, but it is only a case of last resort for us, as the system is currently financially inefficient. There 
are high merchant and transactional fees, as well as very high fees for foreign currency exchange (we operate the 
business with Indonesian rupiah and a Hong-Kong based bank account).”

Goddard says the Arenui does accept credit cards for onboard payments. “At the end of the cruise, when guests 
need to pay their on-board bill of alcohol, massages and other extras, we can accept credit cards because we have 
the machine on the boat -- the card can be swiped and signed for in person. This system is acceptable to Indonesian 
banks. “We are still looking into other options, such as a separate merchant payment system via an agent, but at the 
moment we have not found anything that we feel comfortable with in terms of secure payment for our guests, so we 
prefer to continue for now with predominately wire/Internet transfers. We haven’t found it to be a major problem 
for the majority of our guests; it must be a sign of an acceptable business practice that we find ourselves 75 percent 
booked until 2016.”

We checked with Undercurrent webmaster Dave Eagleray, who lives in Bali, if the Arenui is unique. Not really, he 
says. The Pindito and Seven Seas require wire transfers. The Damai prefers wire transfers but will take credit cards -- 
and charge an extra 3.5 percent. Similarly, the Wakatobi dive resort discusses bad exchange rates for credit card pay-
ments. “Wire transfers are mostly the way bookings are done here,” Dave says. “Indonesian banks are rather weird 
and strict on credit card use. Often, merchants want a photocopy of both sides of the card, plus all the usual info, 
in order to use it, say, for an Internet order. Checks are almost unheard of, and using credit cards always involves 
some additional fee, if they are accepted at all.”

But here in the U.S., we recommend booking with credit cards, as you’ll be protected by the card issuer if a trans-
action goes bad. Or book your Indonesia dive trip through a dive travel agent, which will gladly take your card and 
provide you some recourse if the trip isn’t delivered as promised. 
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we definitely go places where our group gets perks that other groups don’t because the operation knows we 
will tip well at the end. I don’t know if that’s the tail wagging the dog, but it works for our groups.”

We also asked dive operators worldwide about their tipping policies. Of those who replied, they had one 
thing in common to say: Tipping is your choice and if you choose to leave one, the amount is up to you. 
Despite trying to stay impartial, they all wanted to explain why extra money was needed by employees. 

Renee Knight, who runs Cayman 
Diving School on Grand Cayman, sug-
gests 10 to 15 percent to divers. Bill 
Christoffers from Conch Club Divers in 
Little Cayman says that other than post-
ing a ‘”Gratuities are Appreciated” sign, 
he doesn’t offer any other suggestions for 
tips. Staff pool tips unless divers give out 
individual envelopes. “On rare occasions, I will say something to under-tipping guests if I feel the crew has 
put forth an unrewarded effort to appease a difficult group. I always appreciate a guest asking for a guide-
line and I respond by saying. ‘Treat it like good service at a restaurant and tip accordingly.’”

On the other side of the world, the advice is the same. Katrina Adams, managing partner at Kosrae 
Village Dive Resort, says tips are pooled and divided based on everyone’s hours worked. “We tell people to 
tip depending on what they think the service was worth -- extraordinary service deserves a tip, poor service 
does not. I personally don’t like the 15 percent standard. If service is average, I’ll leave 10 to 15 percent and 
if service is poor, nothing.”

Are Americans to Blame for Tipping?

Everyone knows Americans are the biggest tippers. “If the boat has divers from many countries, the crew 
will get a lower amount of tips from the rest of the world, and they know that,” says LaRaia. That puts U.S. 
divers in a dilemma overseas. Will you be taken advantage of by crews only being nice to get tips? Will 
European divers snub you for ruining Third World travel with your gratuitous money? 

Dive operations admit openly that Americans are the best tippers. Of course, they have no problem with 
that, and many are open about comparing Americans’ tip habits to divers from elsewhere. “The Brits rarely 
leave a decent tip because it’s not their norm,” says Christoffers. “Fortunately some guests over-tip, which 
tends to offset those that do not.” We’re assuming that “some guests” means us Yanks. 

When Lisa Evans talks to divemasters, she notices how different the tipping is across cultures.  
“According to one divemaster in Yap, Japanese don’t tip at all. The prices in their restaurants at home 
include everything, so they don’t think about it. Americans are the best tippers, Germans are good. The 
British are not considered good tippers.  When a group of us divers compared notes on the night before the 
last dives, they all thought I was planning on tipping a lot.”

For Bill Acker of Manta Bay Resort, it’s annoying. “When Americans come to the Manta Ray, especially 
in a group, the dive staff fights over them. They will work Europeans half heartedly and try to get out of 
guiding Japanese altogether, for one reason -- tips.”

For this, Americans get bashed by divers in the rest of the world. But David Dornbusch is one who 
doesn’t care. “I’ve been told by many non-Americans, especially Europeans,  that we Americans over-tip. 
They say that makes them seem cheap, and encourages dive operators to underpay staff, which makes the 
employees depend more on tips than wages. However, I’m not troubled by making others appear cheap. 
And the possibility of skewing dive operators’ compensation system doesn’t trouble me either. If dive 
operators had to pay more in wages, they would presumably need to charge divers more.  So we wind up 
paying one way or the other. Ultimately, I would rather over-tip than under-tip, believing it’s in divers’ 
collective best interest to help dive operators attract the best divemasters and crews possible.”

“When Americans come here, the dive staff 
fights over them. They will work Europeans 
half-heartedly and try to get out of guiding  
the Japanese, for one reason -- tips.”
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Barracudas’ Nasty Bites	
not only hands -- feet and faces, too

Mike Hofman (San Francisco, CA), usually tips six to 10 percent of the trip cost, and while at the 
Indonesian resort Raja4Divers last fall, he could tell his tip was above average. “The dive operation manager 
was very impressed, mainly because the resort is visited mostly by Europeans, whose tipping level is maybe 
$100 for a week or two. But I know that at this resort at least, everyone gets a share, and they are not paid 
that much, so it’s worth it to be generous –- their service was worth it.”

However, Jill Beeson (Kentfield, CA) isn’t comfortable with that mindset, especially after a recent visit to 
Wakatobi dive resort, also in Indonesia. “Wakatobi makes it clear these employees are dependent on tips.  
I’d rather all this be covered by a higher daily room rate, dive fee, or by the addition of, say, a  five percent 
service charge, leaving the guests at their discretion to tip a special employee.”

Jerry Tuttle (Phoenix, AZ) also agrees with that suggestion. “My dive travel agent is a very generous 
individual, and usually recommends tips in the 10 to 15 percent range of trip cost. But when the trip cost 
is $5,000 before the overpriced liquor, you are talking serious money. Add to that the need to carry cash 
for tipping, because some boats don’t seem to accommodate credit cards, and the frustration mounts. Who 
wants to carry an extra $1,000 of cash to cover boat crew tips on a liveaboard in Indonesia? I certainly don’t, 
and I expect that my tips are smaller because of it. My suggestion is for boat operators to include tips in the 
trip price and let everyone know tipping is not encouraged. That eliminates the issue and whatever bad 
feelings it creates. “

As the world becomes more Westernized, why not put that in as a common standard across the dive 
industry worldwide? Sure, prices will rise but then divers won’t have to calculate the extra cost of tips to 
add to their budget, and, like Tuttle, won’t have to carry around a wad of cash. However, in an industry 
where many dive operators are struggling to stay above water profit-wise, they’re not about to start pay-
ing crews much higher wages. They’ll still keep relying on their passengers -- especially the Americans -- to 
make up the difference. 

Truth is, it would be easier for all of us if a proper service fee were tacked on, so the Brits and the 
Japanese would become part of the tipping equation, regardless of what their cultures dictate at home. It 
would also be helpful if all travel agents came up with a statement for each boat or resort they served, stat-
ing clearly what is proper tipping protocol and the proper amount for each. Cruise ships make it clear and 
easy, and travel agents ought to as well.

When it comes right down to it, it’s up to you how much you tip. Recognize that there is often some pre-
sumed social pressure from peers. While you could listen to your fellow divers, still tip what feels right to 
you. That way you won’t go home from any dive trip, good or bad, feeling resentful.

-- Vanessa Richardson

The diver-biting barracuda stories keep coming to us. Last year, we posted a couple of first-person sto-
ries about divers who got their hands bit by barracudas in popular Caribbean dive sites, such as Belize and 
Cozumel. Recent encounters have gotten worse. 

In Negril, Jamaica, Rick Brine from Prince George, B.C. was in the middle of a three-week trip in April 
to celebrate his retirement. He was 10 minutes into his second dive when he saw a large barracuda with 
its mouth wide open, darting back and forth in the water. “It came close enough to me that I saw its eyes,” 
Brine told the Prince George Citizen. “We all turned around and watched it veer off. ”
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Minutes later, while Brine was at 50 feet, the barracuda attacked him,  sinking  its inch-long teeth into 
the back of Brine’s head and cheek.  “It felt like a baseball bat hitting my left temple and I thought, ‘what 
the heck is that?’ It knocked my regulator out and my mask was gone. I had a big pain on the back of my 
head. I found my regulator and got it back on my mouth and I was pretty sure I was bleeding. I saw all this 
green water around me and I couldn’t figure out what it was. I yelled out my divemaster’s name, hoping he 
would hear me, and he turned around. When I yelled his name again, I lost my regulator again and started 
holding my breath, but I know you’re not supposed to hold your breath.”

All Brine could think about was getting to the surface. “I knew I was bleeding, so I thought I’ll either 
bleed out or do risk getting the bends and get the hell up there. I remember being out of air, and the surface 
was still another 10 or 15 feet, and I was thinking, ‘Damn, I didn’t make it.’ All of a sudden I saw the emer-
gency regulator and put it in my mouth and shot right up to the surface.”

Bleeding profusely from head and cheek, Brine and the divemaster swam to shore and walked through 
the resort restaurant to the medical clinic. It took a half-hour for the bleeding to stop, then Brine was trans-
ported by ambulance to a hospital. He estimates the fish’s mouth was about 10 inches wide. The upper jaw 
bit the back of his head and left four grooves from where the teeth raked his scalp. The lower jaw caught 
his cheek in a ripping motion, which left a gash shaped like the letter K. The wounds in both areas each 
required 12 stitches to close. The doctor found a tiny tooth fragment in one of the cuts. After losing about 
two liters of blood, Brine was about to leave the hospital but developed a stomachache and fainted. He 
spent another five hours in the emergency ward hooked up to an IV. He  wanted to head back home but the 
doctor asked him to stay in Jamaica another week.

While Alex Thomson (Scarborough, UK)  did not have a barracuda encounter while diving, he did so 
between dives, while enjoying the beach at Cancun with his family in early May. “We were on the beach of 
the Iberostar Paraiso Maya hotel, standing in three to four feet of water. My wife was holding my 11-year-
old son, and he had his feet out behind her. She felt something tug her backwards, and when my son 
screamed, she looked round and saw a big silver fish and a pool of blood. When she screamed for help, I 
was on the sand and didn’t realize what was happening. A lifeguard was pulling him out of the water, and 

Will Honduras End Scuba 
Diving for Lobster? 

Statistically, fishing is one of the world’s most dan-
gerous professions, and it is hard to imagine what 
could be worse than scuba diving for lobster along the 
remote, impoverished Miskito Coast of Honduras and 
Nicaragua. The dangers of this profession have been 
graphically documented.  According to Smithsonian 
marine biologist Stephen Box, who has been work-
ing with the Miskito community, there are about 3,500 
people who depend on the lobster fishery for their liveli-
hoods, of which it is estimated that 1,300 are divers.  Box 
estimates that scuba diving for lobster results in about 
120 cases of decompression sickness per year, of which 
around 20 are fatal.

In 2009, as part of a Central American-wide agree-
ment, governments acknowledged the human and envi-
ronmental damage resulting from this fishery, and com-
mitted to ban scuba diving for lobster by 2011. That was 

later extended to July 1, 2013 to allow Honduras and 
Nicaragua, the last two countries still using scuba diving 
in that capacity, more time to transition the fishing com-
munities to better practices and alternative livelihoods.

Unfortunately, last month, despite having already 
developed a national transition plan, the Nicaraguan 
legislature voted to override the regional agreement, 
and extend scuba diving for lobster for three more years.  
During this time, they could continue to transition away 
from diving to other fishing practices and alternative 
livelihoods, but skeptics fear there is now a track record 
of postponement, and in the meantime the divers will 
keep getting bent, paralyzed and die as they try to sur-
vive in the poorest and most forgotten part of Central 
America. Now all eyes have turned to the government 
of Honduras…

For the rest of this in-depth story, written by Miguel Jorge 
for National Geographic’s “Ocean Views” blog, go to http://
newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/2013/04/23/time-
for-honduras-to-end-scuba-diving-for-lobster
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Problems with Weight Pockets 	  
the complaints keep on coming

After reading our April article about a recall for Aqua Lung BCDs with SureLock II weight pocket 
handles made after 2008, subscriber Fred Brown (Palmdale, CA) wrote that he has an Aqualung Pro QD 
from around 2004, and “I have replaced at least six weight pockets because the small locking tab breaks 
off, and there is no way to keep the pockets in after that. Do others have these same issues?” 

Actually, weight pockets have been a problem since their creation, as we have reported for many 
years. By putting the pockets on a BCD, the manufacturers, at least in their minds, added value and 
therefore could sell them at a higher price. But for many divers, BCD weights have been problematic 
at best, as we found out once again when asking our subscribers to tell us about their experiences. And 
it’s not just Aqua Lung -- readers cited problems with weighted BCDs from a variety of manufacturers. 
Some were having so many problems that they switched back to old-style weight belts. 

First, a brief background. Last fall, Aqua Lung issued a voluntary recall of 100,000 of its BCDs with 
SureLock II weight pocket handles because it received 236 reports of the rubber handles detaching from 
the plastic weight pocket assembly. Aqua Lung was quick to respond to our questions about the recall, 
saying that while they knew of no injuries, they believed a recall was the best bet. They’re taking back 
the pockets, and the new ones have thickened rubber at the handle base. 

Two dive shop owners wrote in to praise -- and defend -- Aqua Lung. Mike Van Hosen, who man-
ages the Dive Shop Inc. in Marietta, GA, says “the SureLock and Surelock II weight pockets and handles 
honestly have been flawless. Until the recall, we had no issues with the clips or tearing of the handles 
themselves. We had seen some weight pocket handles beginning to fatigue, and of course, Aqua Lung 
has sent us replacements of the new reinforced versions. It is very simple to remove the old clip and 
replace with new version. Aqua Lung has always been excellent at customer service.”

Laurie Hannula, who owns Pacific Water Sports in Aloha, OR, suggests that our reader, after break-
ing six weight pockets may be the one to blame,. “He’s not being very careful with his gear; it’s very 
possible he drops them after removing them. We have had few issues with SureLocks, and none with 
the new weight release handles.  Yes, if you have the older-style Surelock II weight release handles, they 
do need to be replaced. It does surprise me how many people don’t take these recalls seriously, and 

I felt like my heart had been ripped out when I saw his right foot. The barracuda had bit through a toe bone 
and two tendons, and damaged two more tendons. He was in surgery for three hours and has about 60 
stitches and a eight-inch-long steel pin through his foot. We couldn’t fly home as planned because he needs 
to be kept on IV because of the exposed fracture and risk of infection. I’ve seen many barracuda in the Red 
Sea, Indian Ocean and the Caribbean, but never dreamed for a minute that this could happen in such shal-
low water.”

Barracuda have a reputation as fierce predatory fish, but unprovoked attacks on  divers are extremely 
rare. They have been known to follow snorkelers or divers but usually will not attack.  What makes them 
so unpredictable is the randomness of these incidents, especially in clear water.  Divers have been attacked 
when carrying speared fish, splashing around or while wearing flashy jewelry,  but neither Brine nor 
Thomson’s son were doing either. The lesson is, I suppose, while most divers have come to see barracuda 
as benign fish and don’t give much thought to their potential threat, the smart diver will be wary. After all, 
with sharks disappearing, the barracuda is at the top of the food chain in warm waters.

- - Vanessa Richardson
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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,

come in years later, demanding the problem be taken care of. People need to take more responsibility for 
their actions as they try to blame everybody else but themselves.”

However, John Bantin, our technical editor, says,“While I’ve regularly witnessed integrated-weight 
pockets, complete with their weights, flung from dive tenders onto the aft deck of liveaboards -- an 
abuse which obviously does nothing for their longevity -- one of the biggest problems is that with fre-
quent exposure to tropical sunshine, the plastic parts often become brittle and fail. This is apparent with 
weight pocket fasteners that rely on their flexibility to function.”

Many readers have reported serious 
problems not associated with handles 
breaking. Leslie Thomasson (Signal 
Mountain, TN), who runs the travel 
agency Dive The Galapagos, was diving 
there and hit a rock during a surge, “not 
hard enough to hurt, but it didn’t take 
much of an impact to cause one of my 
Aqua Lung Libra pockets to fall out.  Galapagos is not the place to have weight pockets falling out, so I 
bought a Scubapro Knighthawk after that, primarily due to the secure method of pockets locking.”

Bill Gleason (Kentfield, CA) was waiting his turn by the boarding ladder during an Indonesia dive 
trip when another diver accidentally snagged his SureLock’s weight pocket’s handle.  The pocket plum-
meted into the depths.  He too bought a new Scubapro BCD with an integrated weight system because 
he liked the weight pocket security. 

For Ron Bowers (Rowlett, TX), the problem with his Axiom BCD, which he bought in March, was 
that the SureLock pockets would come out with the slightest pull on the handle. “You could push it in 
and hear the click, but it had almost no residence. On my first dive during a trip to San Clemente Island, 
I was in a horizontal position when one pocket fell out and almost hit the diver below. I returned the 
BCD to the dive shop, and they could not believe how easy the pockets came out. We tried others in 
their stock, and they were all the same. A salesperson from Aqualung check out the problem, agreed the 
pockets were not working correctly, and told me he would have a fix in a month. But the pockets I had 
the problem with were the large pockets (the small pockets stayed in just fine) and I need those when 
diving in my drysuit. I returned the BCD and bought a Scubapro Glide X with a buckle-type pocket, 
which totally eliminates the possibility of the weight pocket falling out.”

Dave White (Arcata, CA) had continual problems with his Aqua Lung Passport integrated BCD. “A 
back roll off a boat was pretty much a guarantee that one or both pouches would head for the bottom on 
their own. When I had a pouch fall on my foot on the boat, I gave up and went to a belt. I returned the 
BCD and pouches to Aqua Lung twice, and they said there was nothing wrong.  When I insisted there 
was a problem, they offered to sell me a Zuma as a replacement, with a slight discount.  However, the 
dive shop where I purchased the Passport interceded, and managed to get me a 40 percent discount on 
the Zuma. Then the recall on the Zuma . . . .”

Debby Hamann (EL Cajon, CA) also had an Aqua Lung Zuma travel BCD for nearly two years but 
only used it for a couple trips a year, so wear and tear was not the problem. “But when I turned upside 
down, one pocket weight consistently left the pocket and plummeted downward.  I ran an extra strap 
through the top of the weight pocket and attached it to the BCD. It was a pain but it kept me diving. It is 
a very unreliable lock.” 

And talk about poor customer service from a dive shop. Dive instructor Denise Boniface (Calgary, 
AB) lost three SureLock weight pockets. “They were not even broken. All I’m told by my dive shop is 
I’m not putting them in right. Wow. I’m an instructor with more than 1,000 dives. If I can’t ‘do it right,’ 

“A back roll off the boat was pretty much a 
guarantee that one or both weight pouches 
would head for the bottom on their own.”
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who can?”

It’s Not Just Aqua Lung They’re Complaining About

Readers wrote in with complaints about other manufacturers’ weight systems and their poor designs. 
John Miller, owner of Texas Dive Center in Lubbock, bought Oceanic BCDs for training and rental 
because he has owned one for many years and was satisfied “with the integrated pockets that slip into 
the pouch, and the Velcro flap that snaps/clips into place. The new BCDs, however, use an internal clip-
ping mechanism that is next to impossible to secure reliably. My openwater students find it extremely 
hard to perform their weight removal and replacement skills underwater, and the instructor has to assist 
75 percent of the time. During their openwater dives, we’ve seen lost weight pouches due to their not 
being replaced securely. While wearing the BCD, releasing weights is mostly a ‘by feel’ exercise, and I 
can’t imagine attempting it while wearing gloves. I’ve told my Oceanic regional sales rep, and was told 
they are working a solution. It seems almost all of the manufacturers are using the ‘clip in’ pockets, and 
you cannot find Velcro any longer. I also am a TUSA dealer and don’t like their weight system much 
better.”

Jay Jarrett (Gainesville, VA) had a problem with the older version of Dive Rite’s weight pockets, cit-
ing their poor design. “Basically, if I had the clip unbuckled to allow for ‘quickly ditching’ weight, there 
was Velcro that held the pouch in place. But on one dive, I was oriented directly downward, the weight 
pouch flipped out, and the momentum separated the Velcro bond -- I literally caught the pouch as it 
was sinking, which was a good thing because I was in a 7-mm. With the buckle latched, the pouch can’t 
slide out but I must be deliberate about removing weight -- no ‘quick release,’ so to speak.”

Peter Telkins (Salem, OR) has a set of Dive Rite weight pockets “that have fallen out of their sleeves 
several times with certain soft weights, leaving the weight dangling from the retention clip, and virtu-

Are You Getting Free  
Gear to Review?

After reading John Bantin’s article “Camera Housing 
Leak Tests” in the April issue, Adam Hanlon, an edi-
tor at the underwater photography blog Wetpixel, took 
issue with a paragraph Bantin wrote, scorning camera 
manufacturers who claim their housings don’t leak, 
when they did leak while he used them. Bantin had 
written, “I had some grief on an underwater photog-
raphy 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 cam-
era 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.”

Obviously the forum Bantin was referring to was 
Wetpixel, because Hanlon wrote us, “the reason we 
believed he was supplied with the housing free of 
charge was due to the fact that he had been telling 
people that this was the case. He has admitted to this in 
emails, so we have proof of it. Please amend your article 
to express this.” 

Since Undercurrent takes pride in taking no favors 
from the dive industry, we asked John to reply. Here’s 
what he had to say. 

 “Ben, I am close friends with underwater photog-
raphers Saeed Rashid and Alex Tattersall. Alex also 
imports Nauticam to the U.K. and France. Saeed and 
I wound him up by telling him that other housing 
manufacturers gave me housings. It was a private joke 
between Saeed and me. Saeed later told me that Alex 
was taken in, and was trying to get me a free housing 
from Nauticam. I casually told Adam Hanlon, while 
diving where he is based, that Alex thought I got my 
housing (the Hugyfot I was using) for free. I was letting 
him in on the joke.

“Then Steve Jones, also from Wetpixel, got on my 
case, accusing me of being on salary from Hugyfot! I 
assume that Adam had naively told him the wrong 
information. But although I told them all of this, they 
contacted Lars Kirkegaard, the Scandivian importer of 
both Hugyfot and Nauticam, to check up on me. He 
had organized the purchase of my first Hugyfot hous-
ing, although I ended up paying Hugyfot direct. As Lars 
observed to me, it’s now as if you are not allowed to 
mention any other housing but Nauticam with Wetpixel. 
It’s almost a ‘Nauticam Mafia’.”
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ally impossible to re-insert underwater. Dive Rite later modified the product with a stiffer weight pouch 
backer, but never replaced the defective ones already sold. “

Maynard Luterman (Orchard Park, NY) had to have the weights in his two-year-old Dive Rite 
Transpac replaced twice. “When you dive head down, like in a high current, to get to the reef, the pock-
ets fall out. I have had to use elastics ties to 
hold them in. On my trip to Cocos Island last 
year, a fellow diver had the same problem and 
replaced the weights with a Scubapro substi-
tute that was secure. I am debating whether 
to replace them or have a shoemaker put 
Velcro strips in. Either way, they’re not well 
designed.” 

Older BCDs with Velcro pockets remain a 
problem. Steven Cohen’s (Annandale, VA) seven-year-old Seaquest Balance BCD is poorly-fitting Velcro. 
When doing a back roll off a panga, they will detach and fall out if I have more than two pounds in 
them. Consequently, I have to wait for everybody else to make their entry, then slide in feet first!”  Few 
manufacturers now rely on Velcro to keep integrated-weight pockets in place. After frequent immer-
sion in saltwater, then drying in the sun, Velcro deteriorates and loses its sticking power. It also traps 
sand and other particles, which likewise reduces its ability to hold fast.  If you have an older jacket with 
Velcro pocket fasteners, you ought to scrap it or resort back to a weight belt.

How to Keep the Weight On

If you’re reluctant to spend money to replace a BCD with pocket issues, you can jury-rig yours to 
hold the pockets in place. Lin Gitterman (Toronto, Ontario) has troubles with her women’s Cressi Travel 
Lite. “The weight pockets clip in, but the weights cause the pockets to fold and double-back on them-
selves, causing the weights to fall out. The weight pockets are still held on to the BCD because the clip 
is strong but the weight ends up dangling out of the pocket.” When she was in Little Cayman, she met 
another diver with a similar problem but found a solution: “She put a thin sheet of solid plastic in her 
weight pocket so that it couldn’t ‘double-back.’ This seems to work but still it’s a manufacturer’s defect.  
“Tabby Stone (Playa Del Rey, CA) met a woman at her dive resort who also had the Travel Light and 
had put extra snaps on her trim pockets to keep the weights in.

Mike Bakich (Paxinos, PA) has a Deep Outdoors BCD, bought in 2005, with two flimsy Velcro clo-
sures on the weight pouch. “My first cure was to put a two-inch webbing around the pouch, while 
installed in the BCD, and then I put a stainless steel weight belt buckle on it.  After feeling unsafe, I 
decided to get the DUI weight system, the harness with the pull cords, and that system is wonderful.  I 
just keep my weights loaded in the pockets all the time.  Throw that on, then the BCD.  It saves so much 
time instead of trying to get the stupid pouches installed in the BCD. “

Chris Summers, who owns Terrapin Wetsuits in Center Point, TX, says he can add two-inch-wide, 
quick-disconnect clips to most BCDs with slide-in weight pockets.  “They’re attached with seat-belt web-
bing to both the BCD and the pockets to help hold the pocket in place.  The cost is $42, plus return ship-
ping. You can e-mail him at chris@terrapinwetsuits.com 

John Bantin tells us he was diving with multiple tanks in Truk Lagoon and “had to secure the weight 
pockets of my favorite BCD with cable ties. That was after I’d dived into the bottom of the hold and suc-
cessfully searched for a weight pocket that had departed company. Cable ties are not a perfect solution 
because the weights can’t be jettisoned in an emergency, but I was far from home and had no alternative 
solution.”

Going Retro?

“ A weight belt is available at any dive 
operation for free, will probably never 
fail, and easy to get on -- and most 
importantly -- off.”



18

Not Richard Boucher (Manhattan Beach, CA), who admits he has lost weight pockets, “but only 
under conditions where they have been dragged out, like when pulling hand-over-hand along an anchor 
line in a strong current. Consequently, I always bring spare weight pockets on a trip.” He says he will 
never go back to the old-fashioned weight belt. “The improved attitude you can get with having the 
weights distributed in a BCD (some lower, some higher) is so much better. Having the weight belt pull-
ing down your waist while the BCD is up around your armpits can be very annoying!”

But some readers either have given up on BCD weight systems or don’t see the need for them, and 
again prefer weight belts. Nancy Balch (Louisville, CO) has a vintage Oceanic Isla BCD that she has 
used for 15 years, but for the past two, she has left it at home and “gone retro” with a weight belt.  “Two 
reasons: The weights are extremely difficult to seat properly in the pockets, taking five minutes, and the 
BCD is too heavy to easily transfer to a new tank.”

Michael Zagin (Winter Park, FL) also scorns weight pockets. “They cost money, make a BCD heavy to 
handle, and dangerous. A weight belt is something available at any dive operation, free, will probably 
never fail, easy to get on and -- most importantly -- off.”

All these comments about weight pocket issues truly raise the safety of BCDs with integrated weight 
pockets.  Do they truly add value?  It’s your call how you gear yourself up. But next time you shop for a 
BCD, give more than passing consideration to whether weight pockets or a weigh belt is the right choice 
for you.

To read a piece we published eight years ago on the weight pocket problem, go to www.undercur-
rent.org/UCnow/dive_magazine/2005/VelcroWater200510.html

-- Ben Davison

Whale Sharks Are Getting Too Much Love 	  
good intentions may be having a bad influence

An unforgettable experience for most divers is swimming with the magnificent whale shark, the world’s 
largest fish. Eco-tourism generally is viewed as a good thing for them – it protects the species from being 
killed for food or sport, and pumps money into local economies. But many scientists and even some tour 
operators say that good intentions may be having a bad influence.

One example is in the formerly sleepy Philippine town of Tan-awan, on the island of Cebu, which now 
gets hundreds of tourists daily. Whale sharks are lured by fishermen who hand feed them small shrimp. 
As many as 1600 visitors have shown up at the whale shark “interaction area, “the size of a soccer field, 
260 feet off the beach. Eight to 10 whale sharks show up on average, but some mornings see as many as 20. 
Fees for tourists range from $12.50 just to watch the whale sharks, to $36 (plus normal scuba diving charg-
es) to dive with them. The results: new brick houses line the road leading to the feeding beach.

Alessandro Ponzo, president of the environmental group Physalus told Reuters that it’s rare to have 
so many whale sharks in such a small area , and that the feeding will create long-term problems, such as 
increased aggression or competition between the animals, and the spread of disease and parasites.  “It 
looks like being in a zoo, a circus, looking at the animal walking up and down, being fed. This is not a 
natural behavior that you see . . . What you learn here is that wildlife is (fine) to be exploited as a tourism 
attraction.”

Last summer, Andy Murch, a professional photographer who leads shark-themed eco-tours, visited Isla 
Holbox, a hotspot for whale shark tourism off Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, and encountered hundreds of 
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whale sharks. But he also estimated that half of the sharks he saw on his first day had been injured or were 
scarred from what appeared to be collisions with boats or boat propellers. “Fin cuts, back scars, parts of 
fins missing,” Murch e-mailed the Washington Post.

Eli Martinez, who runs Shark Diver magazine, 
also told the Washington Post that the Yucatan 
has become a sort of Wild West of eco-tourism. 
“I feel a huge responsibility, because we really 
helped promote the place. Now we have to ask, 
‘Are we doing a good thing or a bad thing?’ ”

Duane Silverstein is director of the nonprofit 
Seacology, for which Undercurrent raised  more 
than $30,000  to buy a series of large demarcation buoys to warn cargo ships to stay clear of the whale 
shark population in near Holbox. Once these buoys are deployed, official navigation charts would also 
denote the area as a whale shark reserve (read more details in the September 2010 article “Save the Whale 
Sharks”). But the project is on hold because it still needs approval from Mexico’s commerce department 
and its Coast Guard.  “We were told that, in Mexico, no one gets approval for anything within a few 
months before and after a presidential election, so we’re just waiting for those,” Silverstein says. “The 
Coast Guard did help put the anchorage down in deep waters, but we can’t attach the buoys until they get 
Commerce approval. It’s very frustrating.”

One area that handles whale shark tourism well seems to be Ningaloo Reef in Western Australia. A 
five-year study by the Australian Institute of Marine Science and the University of Western Australia 
found that that eco-tourism, when well regulated does not affect whale sharks and their migratory pat-
terns. Whale shark tourists at Ningaloo number 17,000 a year, generating $6 million each season for the 
tourism industry there. Still, the researchers found that whale sharks which frequently encountered tour-
ists are just as likely to return to the reef as sharks that only interact with a few humans.

Jason Holmberg, director of the nonprofit ECOCEAN, says Ningaloo is a model because it has a strict 
protocol for boats and snorkelers. “They must stay in line and follow the queue. Then after dropping 
people off in the water, boats must move to a separate location. After going back to pick up the snorkel-
ers, they get back into the queue.” But he’s more concerned about snorkelers’ safety than whale sharks. “A 
boat strike will hurt but not kill a shark, but it could be much more tragic for a human. I’ve seen plenty of 
times when dive boats have come close to running over snorkelers.”

How can you be a better eco-tourist when it comes to swimming with whale sharks? Holmberg says to 
visit places where there are set and enforced regulations. Look online for dive operators advertising that 
they follow a good code of conduct. When on the boat, watch that the captain is following the code of con-
duct. If you’re in the water and see too many boats clustered too close together, then get out of the water. 

You can also help by sending Holmberg your photos of whale sharks. He is in charge of ECOCEAN’s 
Whale Shark Photo-identification Library, an individually catalogued visual database of whale sharks. 
It’s used by marine biologists to analyze whale shark encounter data to learn more about the creatures. 
Holmberg stresses that any photo, even if you don’t think it’s a work of art, is worth sending in – 70 per-
cent of them are turned into usable data.  “We need boring shots of whale shark flanks, because each one 
has a lot of scientific information.”

And if you report a shark whale sighting, ECOCEAN collects your e-mail and will let you know the 
name of the shark, if it’s registered in the database, and then notifies you when “your” whale shark has 
been re-sighted. To get more information. got to www.whaleshark.org.  

-- Vanessa Richardson

Help whale sharks out by sending your 
photos of them to the Whale Shark 
Photo-identification Library, which 
marine biologists use to learn more 
about the animals.
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20 hours -- and put them, along with clean socks, into 
an enclosure with mosquitoes. The bugs infected with 
P. falciparum showed more landings and more probing of 
the smelly socks. None of the mosquitoes,infected or not, 
were especially drawn to the socks with no human odor.

Dolphin as Midwife? A pregnant woman and her 
husband have traveled to Hawaii where they plan on 
having a “dolphin-assisted birth.” Heather Barrington, 
27, and her husband Adam, 29, of South Carolina, are 
preparing for the July arrival of their first child through 
a series of prenatal and postnatal swims with a pod of 
dolphins at the Sirius Institute in Pohoa, HI. The institute 
recently set up the Dolphin Attended, Water, Natural 
and Gentle Birth Center due to what they claim is an 
increasing demand on its website for people looking 
to give birth near dolphins. It claims that giving birth 
with dolphins is part of an ancient Hawaiian practice. 
Dolphin-assisted therapy has been used for more than 
25 years in people with mental and physical disabilities 
and autism, according to Medical Daily, although there’s 
little research showing that it’s therapeutically effective. 
Still, water births have shown benefits  -- less pain for 
the mom, more oxygen for the baby -- so we’ll have to 
see how it goes for Barrington when dolphins are added 
to the mix. 

Why Do We Call Them Jellyfish? After reading our 
book There’s a Cockroach in my Regulator, Robert Goodman 
(Pittsburgh, PA) wrote in to say he enjoyed it, but he 
also had this question. Why do you always use the term 
‘jellyfish’? They are not fish. Fish are chordates, and sea 
jellies belong to the phylum cteophora and cnidaria. Do 
you just dislike using the terms ‘sea jellies’ or ‘jellies’?” 
Robert, you are indeed right. “Jellyfish” is considered a 
misnomer, and “jellies” and “sea jellies” are listed quite 
often in public aquariums and scientific literature. We’re 
probably going along with jellyfish because it has been 
the most “popular “ name for the creatures since the late 
18th century. Or maybe we  can refer to them, like some 
scientists do, as “gelatinous zooplankton.”

“Like” Us on Facebook. Yes, we now have a 
Facebook page, too (www.facebook.com/
Undercurrent.org. If you’re a Facebook user, “like” us. 
We’ll be posting dive-related news articles, alert 
you when our latest blog posts and monthly issue is 
available, and asking for your stories, suggestions, 
tips and feedback. We promise not to clog your 
Facebook news feed with multiple posts -- only the 
most best and most relevant stuff. We’re just starting 
the page so bear with us if there are technical diffi-
culties to start, but we hope our new page is another 
good way to give you what you like to get from us. 

 $25,000 to Hire Jean-Michel Cousteau for a 
Speech? Keppler Speakers is a booking agent for 
high-profile people to get paid speaking  to every-
one from college students to corporate executives. 
They list fees for each of their celebrities on its web-
site, so we took a gander to see what celebrities in 
the marine field are charging.  Jean Michel Cousteau 
gets between $20,000 and $30,000 for every speech, 
while his son, Fabien, and daughter, Celine, both 
charge under $10,000. Robert Ballard, known for 
discovering the Titanic, also charges in the $25,000 
range, while Joseph MacInnis, just a consultant 
on the Titanic discovery team but the first to dive 
under the North Pole, charges between $10,000 and 
$20,000. It’s nice to know that a diving career can 
earn the big bucks.

Travel like an Ivy Leaguer on Your Next Dive 
Trip. Meaning wear shoes but no socks. Researchers 
at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine found that mosquitoes infected with the 
malaria parasite are significantly more attracted to 
human odors -- in this case smelly socks -- than are 
uninfected mosquitoes. They collected human odor 
on nylon socks -- by having someone wear them for 

Flotsam & Jetsam
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