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The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

MV Taka, Solomon Islands
and a word about the Bilikiki

Dear Fellow Diver,

Having dived the Solomon Islands twice on the 
Bilikiki, I returned in February, this time to join the 
MV Taka, a newer boat with a different itinerary. The 
Taka (otherwise known as the PNG/Solomon Master), is 
owned by an Australian, operated by the Solomon Islands 
Dive Expeditions (that is, a Canadian, Shannon “Shaz” 
Kozak), and marketed by the Master Liveaboard Group. If 
this sounds confusing, it is, and so was booking the 
trip. 

Booking a month before departure, I contacted both 
SIDE and the Master group, and Shaz got right back 
and told me to book with her. I did, but I waited and 
waited for confirmation and payment instructions, and 
without my perseverance, I am unsure I would have com-
pleted the booking. As it turned out, Shaz was on the 
Taka and couldn’t respond until she had a satellite 
connection (the boat has no internet or satellite link 
and spotty local cell service) and the office, too, had 
fallen short. 

After I 
retrieved my bags 
in the Solomons’ 
airport, a Taka 
representative 
crammed all the 
other divers 
who were on my 
flight into his 
ratty old van 
and headed to 
town through 
dust clouds and 
traffic. Though 
Honiara is the 

MV Taka with diving RIBs
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gateway to 
Guadalcanal, 
it has, at 
best, a lim-
ited tourist 
infrastruc-
ture. We were 
dropped at 
an air-condi-
tioned sushi 
café, where 
I longingly 

looked out the window at 
the Taka as the crew readied 
the boat for our journey. It 
would be six hours before we 
were permitted to board.

My first impression of the boat was “this is not too bad.” The dive deck was 
spacious, the main salon looked cozy, and my buddy and I had been upgraded to the 
master cabin. Before we could settle in, we were summoned by the cruise directors 
(Adam, an aspiring English photographer who plugged his work throughout the cruise, 
and Carmen, an excitable young Romanian environmentalist), for a muster station 
drill wearing our life jackets. Afterward, we were briefed in the lounge, sat down 
to dinner, then showed c-cards, signed waivers, and listened to an extended orien-
tation, while the boat departed for its six-hour journey. 

The next morning, I jumped off the stern at Coral Garden into calm water and 
spectacular visibility. Parrotfish displayed their full-color spectrum, and clown-
fish were common. Sea fans, as tall as I am, ran from the surface to as deep as 
one dared to dive, while thick swarms of fusiliers flitted about the reef tops, 
among layers and layers of hard coral. Though the soft coral population is much 
less than, say, Raja Ampat, could it be that reefs here were in better shape? The 
Solomons do not have the biodiversity of Indonesia, but there were no bombed-out 
reefs. 

Diving was easy and relaxing, though currents can occasionally pick up and 
rip. In some areas, topography is so unusual that one could get lost in the 

PAPUA  
NEW GUINEA

PAPUA 

B I S M A R C K  S E A

VANUATU

NEW CALEDONIA

Solomon Islands

Dwindling Dive Stores
As most divers know, the number of full-service dive 

stores in the U .S . gets smaller each year . The internet 
businesses have had an impact on them, as they have 
on all retail stores .

Infrequent divers are buying less equipment, prefer-
ring to rent it on tropical vacations . Many foreign dive 
resorts, which once only offered free-flowing regulators 
and threadbare BCs, have recognized the value of rent-
ing well-maintained gear, which has changed divers’ 
attitudes toward buying gear . And besides, who likes to 
tote heavy gear through airports?

Finally, fewer people, at least in the U .S ., are getting 
certified, reducing the number of dive store customers .

That said, the drop in the number of full-service 
dive stores — defined as those with a retail storefront, 

an onsite compressor, and full line of equipment, 
sales, and training — is not as disturbing as one might 
believe .  

Mark Young, the editor of the magazine Dive Center 
Business, told Undercurrent that at the end of 2017, there 
were 1,307 full-service dive stores, 399 fewer than in 
1999 .  

The net loss between 2013 and 2017 was 183, which 
includes the 2016 loss of 55 Sport Chalet stores that 
sold scuba . 

In 2017, 56 closed, but 33 new stores opened, for a 
net loss of 23 .  That’s the lowest number of closures in 
nearly 20 years .

    — Ben Davison

Cairns , Austra l ia
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labyrinth of tunnels, can-
yons, caves and lava tubes. 
Unfortunately, the Taka did not 
offer many of these fantastic 
maze dives, as the crew simply 
did not know how to navigate 
them. They can be dangerous, 
and one can get lost, as I did 
at Cathedrals. Lagging behind 
the group to shoot photos, I 
found myself alone in a cave 
system, no bubbles anywhere, 
and totally disoriented. Even 
though I have been diving 30 
years, I still get claustro-
phobic if I can’t see daylight 
above. After 10 minutes, I 
finally made my way out, where 
a six-foot black tip reef shark 
greeted me before I met my 
group.

 Although we did not begin to touch on all the spectacular sites that the 
Bilikiki had offered on my past trips, the Taka crew made sure we dived the 
cave systems at the optimum times to take advantage of the light rays shimmering 
through the rock formations. At Munda, we descended to a wall and gently floated 
along until we reached a manta cleaning station, where we watched as many as eight 
giant black mantas circle. 

We nine divers (two others aboard were snorkelers) dived in two groups, each 
with rotating guides. We would either leap from the Taka (my camera gear was 
always handed down with the utmost care) or dive from the two 14-foot (4.2m) rigid 
hull inflatable (RIB) tenders. For those who had a hard time climbing back in the 
RIBs after a 60- to 70-minute dive (the RIBS were so underflated, the ladders were 
useless), the driver simply towed them back.

I made every night dive, though a bit apprehensively, since the number one 
predator in the Solomons is saltwater crocodiles. Mirror Pond is the home of 
“Tracy,” a croc the locals are waiting to capture as soon as she hits the 12-foot 
(4m) mark. We back-rolled in at Karamulon Point, near Mirror Pond, and headed 
straight down to avoid Tracy and any of her mates after our tender driver scanned 
the shoreline. At 20 feet (6m), we were on the hunt for unusual macro and quickly 
found the famous marbled shrimp and basket star shrimp, though my mind was on 
Tracy. (You see, on a Bilikiki dive here two years ago, when we surprised her with 
our bubbles, she came toward us before veering away.) We climbed on the bouncy 
tender and headed way back to the Taka, with phosphorescence glowing in our wake 
under the starry night sky, after 45 minutes of viewing a myriad of macro (shrimp, 
nudi’s, juvenile wrasse, and the swarms of worms attracted to the lights). 
Although the water was 85°F (29°C), back on the boat, I gratefully accepted hot 
cocoa and a warm towel. My buddy swore he could see Tracy on the shoreline, her 
red, beady eyes staring back. 

Meals were good, some buffet, some served. Before the first dive each day, it 
was toast, homemade muffins, cereals and fruit, sweet condensed juices and bitter 
coffee. The main breakfast was eggs with bacon, sausage, and sometimes baked 
beans, pancakes, or French toast. For lunch it would be homemade pizza, hamburg-
ers, French fries and coleslaw, fresh fish and veggies. A typical dinner might 
be a choice of roast lamb or chicken, accompanied by homemade bread, green beans, 
Chinese water cabbage, mashed potatoes, and a green salad. Another night we had a 
barbeque on the deck. Our seasonal repeats were pumpkin squash, watermelon, banan-

A typical Solomon Island shoreline
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as, and papaya. I would have liked more homemade 
desserts. 

The chefs took such pride that they were 
disappointed when I asked for half portions. 
Between-meal snacks -- homemade biscuits or cook-
ies, cheese and crackers, nut-free brownies for 
me due to a food allergy) -- were plentiful. The 
chefs would constantly check about my food aller-
gies and the cruise directors even wanted to know 
where I kept my Epipen.

When I was on the Bilikiki, they frequently 
bought produce from locals who had paddled out in 
dugouts with their children. It was great fun to 
see the rows and rows of dugouts and the color-
ful villagers. I missed this great cultural show 
on the Taka, which only once brought out the 
villagers. 

One night after dinner aboard the Taka, the 
crew threw scraps overboard, attracting frenzied 
sharks to entertain the guests. Once Carmen dis-
covered this, she yelled at the crew to stop, 
saying “no shark feeding, we talked about this, 
you promised.”  I felt like a child who had been 
caught doing something naughty, when in fact 
I saw nothing wrong with an innocent activity. 
Awfully extreme, I think.

During the cruise, the men in the all-Solomons 
crew hung out on the bow, frequently smoking, while 
the women stayed near the dive deck, tending to the 
washer and dryer. One kind woman frequently hugged 
me, showing her sincere appreciation for having me 
as a guest. Why me, I don’t know, but she helped 
make me feel like family. 

Having an upper cabin with a head is the only 
way to go, though our head was tiny, with a sink 
too small to wash my hands. I had a full-sized bed 
with half a twin couch. Our wardrobe was too small 
to handle two adults’ clothing. Below decks, cabins 
have no bathrooms and occupants must walk upstairs 
and through the salon to the shared bathroom/shower 
combos on the dive deck. While the boat sleeps 24, 
it would be too crowded for me if it were fully 
booked. 

One of my favorite dives began with an entry 
from the unmoored Taka. After retrieving my camera 
from a crewmember, I met three other divers, and 
we went down to dive our individual profiles while keeping an eye on the others. 
The reef was covered with gorgonian sea fans and whips, and barrel sponges bigger 
than midsize cars. The water was clear and 87°F (31°C). Cruising along at 40 feet 
(12m), I could see the other group 100 feet (30m) deep. A reef shark and a few 
turtles passed by between us. Fish numbers were overwhelming around this undam-
aged, pristine reef. I descended to shoot my buddies in silhouette above massive 
red sea fans, with the shimmering sunlight the perfect backdrop. Finally, we swam 
into the blue for our three-minute safety stop. On the surface, I handed my camera 
to the tender driver and swam the short distance to the waiting Taka. On board, 

MV Taka, Solomon 
Islands

Diving (Experienced)  . . . . . . . .HHHHH

Diving (Beginners)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .HHH

Snorkeling  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HHHH

Accommodations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .HHHH

Food  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HHHHH

Services and attitude  . . . . . . . . . . . HHHH 

Money’s worth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HHHH 

H = poor HHHHH= excellent

Worldwide scale

A labyrinth of tunnels and caverns
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I jumped into the hot shower to rinse my 
wetsuit, since the rinse bucket smelled 
of urine. Justin poured in some disinfec-
tant. I off-gassed while eating fresh-baked 
scones.

We eleven guests were from the U.S., 
Australia, England, Bermuda and Poland 
(where it seems deodorant isn’t sold), and, 
as is the case aboard liveaboards, we had 
plenty of great conversations. However, the 
boat is loud, as the main airflow vents 
on the upper deck ran constantly. I found 
myself shouting to have a conversation in 
the uncovered lounge area under the blis-

tering sun. Annoying.

This was cyclone season, and though the storms skirted the edge of the 
Solomons both before and after my trip, we had calm seas. (Two years before, the 
Bilikiki lost its only engine and was adrift for hours at night in big swells.) 
The water was 86- 90°F (29-32°C), the same as the air. My previous trips -- one 
in July and one in October -- saw water 79-84°F (21-29°C), limited visibility, and 
many rainy days. One drawback to cyclone season is the ubiquitous flies, which I 
had to constantly brush away.

Mary’s is one of my favorite dive spots, so I put in a request. Because moor-
ing is tricky -- the wind can blow the boat ashore -- they were reluctant to go, 
but agreed (Adam made it clear how lucky we were). It has much diversity, great 
night diving, reliable schools of jacks, barracudas, bump heads, and at times, a 
manta or reef shark. Two years ago, the coral was covered in algae and crowns of 
thorns, but it had made an amazing recovery. What crowns of thorns we did see, we 
gently picked them up and dropped them off into deep water. 

The dive crew set recreational limits (130 feet (40m) on air, 121 feet (36m) 
on nitrox) and many divers dived to those limits. But, why push limits on a mul-
tiple-day dive trip with a chamber hours away in Honiara, run by volunteers? Real 
medical care is in Australia, three hours by commercial flight, or $50K for pri-
vate evacuation. A few guests ask why my buddy and I dived no deeper than 70 feet 

Deadman Diving – Whatever Next?
Steve and Penny Weinstein, American divers living 

Manado in Indonesia, recently alerted Undercurrent to 
a questionable practice they have witnessed locally . It’s 
the rather disturbing activities of some greedy dive and 
snorkel boats that engage in “deadman diving .” The 
Weinsteins have witnessed it in the Bunaken marine 
park and have heard of it happening elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia . Evidently it’s become popular with large 
Chinese tourist groups .

Operators take a customer who has absolutely no 
dive training, suit them up in scuba gear, stand them on 
top of the reef without fins, and then a dive guide drags 
them around underwater by the top of his tank .

The “deadman diver” attempts to grab marine life, 
and damages coral along the way . Steve believes this 

is also happening in the Philippines, Thailand, and 
Vietnam . In fact, it’s a selling point with many Chinese 
groups . He tells us the Bunaken marine park has no 
real regulations to stop it .

The Weinsteins are concerned that not only is this 
dangerous for participating tourists, but also it repre-
sents a grave danger to coral reefs and their inhabit-
ants . 

And it will only get worse . Lion Air is developing 
direct connections with mainland China and is operat-
ing hotels to support its air travel business .

Undercurrent is interested to hear if you have 
witnessed this sort of behavior anywhere . Write to 
BenDDavison@undercurrent.org, and tell us what  
you know .

The spacious dive deck of MV Taka

mailto:BenDDavison@undercurrent.org
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(21m). Had I been bent?  No, I just dive smart. Having been trained in hyperbaric 
medicine, there is no way I want to be the patient. Why go deep and miss out on 
the great colors?  What is it you hope to see down there? Why put your and every-
one’s dive trip at risk?  

For photographers, a real downside of the Taka is that it is without a camera 
room or even designated charging stations, so the crew suggested I charge my 
lights in my cabin. However, when I plugged in my multi-charger, it smoked and 
sparked. It was a good thing I was there to disconnect it. The boat crew joked 
about the spotty Solomon electricians and gave me another charging strip.

Taka offered three to four dives per day, with two village visits (only one 
of which was a wood-carving visit), while my trip on the Bilikiki had four to five 
dives a day with four wood-carving visits and two to three separate village tours. 
The island people are unique, their villages fascinating, their intricate wood 
carvings beautiful (many with an underwater theme). After I voiced my disappoint-
ment, the cruise directors said they could perhaps invite a carver aboard, but it 
never happened.

The Taka will be traveling the reefs of PNG a few months of the year, and 
both cruise directors said they will be moving on to new assignments. It’s a toss-
up as to what liveaboard I would dive with next time, but, indeed, I will return. 
The Bilikiki has a huge number of repeat customers, caters to senior divers with 
easy diving, choosing sites with minimal current, and offers one more dive a 
day. Generally, it offers a better experience. But the boat is old and outdated, 
with all the cabins below decks, though with en-suite heads. The Taka is a fresh 
option, with better food, better cabins -- if you have a head -- and a slightly 

Your Battery Charger: a Real Risk of Liveaboard Fire
Fire aboard a vessel is terrifying . It can take hold 

instantaneously . A recent video of the Indonesian live-
aboard MV WAOW burning shows how much is left 
afterward . The heat generated is enough to melt scuba 
tanks . https://goo.gl/e9juAJ

Every vessel has a crewman on watch 24 hours per 
day, for this among many other reasons .

For the crew to check for the possible outbreak 
of fire requires access to every part of the vessel at all 
times, but naturally this conflicts with the wishes of most 
liveaboard passengers who require privacy . Nonetheless, 
the crew must enforce a strict regime of fire safety, 
which includes removing any risk of cabin fire .

One potential source of fire is battery chargers, so 
most vessels require that passengers always charge their 
camera and light batteries in the vessel’s public areas, 
often providing specific charging stations .

Our travel writer, reporting on MV Taka in the 
Solomons, tells us that, contrary to this rule, the crew 
told passengers to charge their equipment in their 
cabins, even reporting that the multi-charger she used 
started to catch fire when it was plugged in .

Internationally, electrical voltage tends to be 220v . 

Modern ‘smart’ chargers automatically adapt . However, 
equipment designated for use in the US may not be so 
smart and is rated to only 110v . Most vessels have both 
voltages available, but it’s important to know what you 
plug into . It’s not just a matter of using the appropriate 
plug adapter .

The wife of a representative of a well-known live-
aboard franchise, visiting London for the International 
Dive Show not so many years ago, plugged in her 110v 
American hair dryer into a UK 240v electrical cir-
cuit and managed to burn down the top floor of the 
Customs House Hotel .  Everyone was safely evacuated 
and rebooked in other hotels . Things are different at 
sea .

Be warned . Do not leave any electrical item plugged 
in and unattended on any boat . Your life and the lives 
of those around you may depend on it .

The decision by the crew of MV Taka to allow battery 
charging in cabins was unconscionable and foolhardy . 
A crew from a developing country may not know the 
finer points of electricity . However, they risk everything 
including their own livelihoods . At best, the passengers 
could have ended up sitting in the dive skiffs wondering 
how they were going to get home without passports .

https://goo.gl/e9juAJ
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lower price. Both chose amazing sites, but the Bilikiki added more WWII wrecks to 
the itinerary (the Taka dives two) while moving often during the day. Typically, 
the Taka would settle in for the day, diving some sites two or three times. Had 
the visibility not been so wonderful, it might have become boring, but not enough 
to keep me away. I’ll be back. 

--BH

P.S. Malaria is a serious risk in the Solomons, and not one I would take. 
So, I was surprised that many guests were not taking a recommended prophylaxis, 
such as Atovaquone-proguanil (Malarone) or Doxycycline (with a side-effect of 
increased sensitivity to sunshine). Chloroquine is ineffective. Mefloquine (Larium) 
should not be used if diving, thanks to possible nervous system side-effects 
(hallucinations).

Our Undercover Diver’s Bio: Part mermaid, and certified in the 80s, by a memorable instructor at a local com-
munity college, and inspired to become a scuba instructor, which I did in Hawaii where diving logging ceased .  Diving 
whenever and wherever I can is life’s motto, as long as the water is above 80ºF . I’ve been to Australia, Micronesia Fiji,  
PNG, Indonesia, the Maldives, the list goes on . In retirement, you’ll find me working in the industry, trying to recoup 
the thousands I have spent on these dive trips . .

Divers Compass:  On our last day, we were required to disembark 
at 8:00 a.m., five hours before the 1:00 p.m. flight, meaning you 
sit at the airport if you opted out of a tour ... One gets to the 
Solomons through either Fiji or Brisbane, Australia. (The Bilikiki 
website show flights.) ... Staying overnight in Honiara (it’s a 
rough industrial town) in the older, established hotels runs $150 
and up. The Coral Sea is a new hotel ... I flew Air Niugini, which 
had an extra 10 kg. diver’s baggage allowance ... Fiji Airways 

charges $150 for the second bag ... I took advantage of Taka’s last-minute special, 
$1000 off regular pricing and free nitrox (I have never seen the Bilikiki reduce 
their rates) ... Adam, who dived with twin 80s, created a video that he sold at 
the end of the trip ... Bring all your gear although rental gear did seem reliable. 
Tanks were 110s, 80s, even smaller ... On the way from the airport, ask your driver 
to stop so you can exchange cash at a “money changer.” ATMs don’t always work and 
may limit the amount. To buy wood carvings, you will need local currency. 

Nicaragua, Lembeh, Thailand, Florida, Socorro
Unusual dives, cheap flights, a new resort

As we frequently do, we turn to our reader 
reports and other sources to provide you with up-
to-date information on new destinations and old 
friends, as well as pointing out hassles you might 
face and problems to avoid .  Since we have no 
advertisers to please, we work only for you, our 
paid subscribers .

 We often point out that it’s unwise to join the 
first few trips of a new liveaboard since new boats 
inevitably have issues, not only regarding the 
craft, but also regarding the itinerary, the crew’s 

knowledge of the diving, and so forth . Sometimes 
it’s best not to be among the first at a new resort, 
but to let others sort out the teething troubles . 
However, it’s always pleasant to receive a report of 
a new destination from readers who came home 
well-satisfied, as did Allan Jones of Anaheim, 
CA, who visited Indonesia’s Dive into Lembeh . 
www.diveintolembeh.com

The owners, Steve and Miranda Coverdale, 
recently worked in Indonesia’s North Sulawesi 
at the Kungkungan Bay Resort . Before that, they 

http://www.diveintolembeh.com
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worked as dive guides on liveaboards in Egypt and 
the Sudan and at a dive center in Port Sudan . He’s 
British, and she’s Dutch .

So Jones, with 2400 dives under his belt, and 
his wife came back in March with a glowing report 
after his eighth trip to Lembeh . We’ve written 
enough about the legendary diving, so let us con-
vey his thoughts about the resort, which he calls the 
“best ever .”

“Located in the northern area of the Straits 
on Kasawari Bay, all guest cabins have water views 
without the steep, challenging steps common to 
many resorts in the area . No plastic food contain-
ers or drinking glasses are used, and upon arrival, 
guests are given a biodegradable container for 
drinking water . There is a camera building, with 14 
individual workstations, each having independent 
lighting and 220v power strips . The nine guests’ 
bungalows have a refrigerator, flat screen TV with 
satellite feed, a water cooler/heater dispenser, a 
dresser/desk combo, a large closet, a bathroom 
and independent A/C . But the best is on the front 
porch . A Japanese hot water soaking tub! After a 
3-4 dive day, you climb into the 104ºF (40°C) water 

with cold drink and gaze out over the Straits! The 
world is now at peace! Two of the boats are about 
40ft (12m) and the third about 53ft (16m), the fast-
est boats in the Straits . Four guests are assigned a 
guide . Food exceptional: fresh fruit, home-baked 
bread, six entrees for lunch and dinner available . 
Deserts are fresh-baked pastries, fruit, ice cream 
desserts and a Pavlova once a week . A two-week 
rolling menu . And the price for eight nights, seven 
days, and 14 dives is only US$1,465!”

Back in the USA, Dorothy McDonald 
(Strongsville, OH), who went to Florida in April 
to dive beneath the Blue Heron Bridge — a shal-
low dive that one must dive around slack high 
tide . Pura Vida Divers in Riviera Beach arranged 
“a great guide, Carol Woodward, for the two of 
us . We saw 5-foot-long (1 .5m) barracuda, a spot-
ted eagle ray, a school of 50 of Atlantic spadefish, 
juvenile high hats, a sharp tail eel — we watched 
it hunt down several crabs — batfish crawling 
along the bottom; a decorator crab that looked 
like seaweed floating across the sand; bumblebee 
shrimp hiding under a huge yellow starfish; col-
orful nudibranch; arrow crabs the size of dinner 

Will East Timor Become a Popular Diving Destination?
While you may know very little about the recently 

independent nation of East Timor, north of Australia, 
it may be at the epicenter of coral sea biodiversity . 
Sitting roughly 70 miles east of Bali, the surround-
ing ocean has some of the most magnificent and 
untouched marine life anywhere, with researchers 
recently discovering 253  species of reef fish off the 
small island of Atauro, surpassing the world record . 

Can the country, previously ravaged by years of 
bloody occupation by Indonesian forces, develop 
underwater tourism, yet keep its pristine conditions? At 
the moment, there are only a few dive centers grouped 
around the capital, Dili, and irregular visits by the oca-
sional liveaboard .

“We don’t want to end up like Bali,” said Trudiann 
Dale, the East Timor director for Conservation 
International, referring to the nearby tourist center’s 
“garbage emergency” when 100 tons of trash washed 
up on its beaches .

Since 2002, when East Timor declared indepen-
dence, the small country has been struggling to find 
its economic feet . Its single oil field is due to run dry 
in 2023 . It’s a struggle to find jobs for its growing 
population .

Ben C . Solomon reports in The New York Times, “For 
generations, local fishermen have safeguarded their 
supplies of fish by creating marine protected areas . 
Communities would agree on the boundaries, mark 
them off and ban fishing there: no nets being dragged 
around, no rumbling boat motors . In these areas, fish 
and coral develop untouched, so future generations 
have a chance to fish them .”

For adventurous divers, there is a lot to be discov-
ered here, but tourism has remained strikingly low . 
Roads are rocky and inaccessible, and there are few 
regular flights into Dili . Diving tourism could be East 
Timor’s economic lifeline, but will it ruin the reefs?

Reefs are clearly being ruined elsewhere . In the 
Philippines, President Duterte has ordered the small 
island of Boracay, with its burgeoning beach resorts, 
closed to tourism for six months while the clean-up 
begins, describing it as a cesspool tainted by sewage 
dumped directly into the sea . Bali has had its well-publi-
cized garbage emergency (https://goo.gl/o6TJ1H), and 
Thailand’s Maya Bay on Koh Phi Ley, made famous by 
the movie The Beach, will be off limits for four months 
commencing June, in an effort to mitigate the damage 
done by uncontrolled tourism wrecking the beaches 
with unsightly litter, which needs to be cleaned up .

https://goo.gl/o6TJ1H
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plates; a horse conch . Our dive lasted 94 minutes . 
A great experience, especially if you like seeing a 
variety of “critters .” www.puravidadivers.com  We 
wrote a full review of this diving in November 2012 .  
https://goo.gl/GHpkqK

Caribbean Flight Bargains: While airfares have 
been on a rapid rise in the last few year, Jet Blue 
is entering the market and that competition can 
only drive prices down . It begins October 25, with 
daily flights between Fort Lauderdale and Grand 
Cayman, with initial deals as low as $59 . Southwest 
already flies to Aruba, Belize, Cancun, Grand 
Cayman, Havana, Nassau, and the Turks and Caicos

The twin hurricanes of 2017 did a lot of damage 
to the Caribbean’s Leeward Islands, including the 
U .S . Virgin, and Jerome Hobart (Ransomville, NY) 
was concerned that they might have destroyed the 
good diving at  St. Croix . He’d had fond memories 
from his previous visit a decade earlier and hoped 
to repeat that in March . Staying at the Arawak 
Bay: The Inn at Salt River,  he dived with the 
Cane Bay Dive Shop, which keeps its boat nearby, 
and saw “reef and nurse sharks on multiple dives; 
along with turtles, southern stingrays, spotted and 
green moray eels, filefish, trunkfish, porcupine 
fish, cowfish, trumpetfish, spotted drumfish, and 
many others . The hurricane did not seem affect 
the quantity of fish, but there was obvious damage 
to the hard and soft coral . There still are plenty of 
fish under the Frederiksted pier, but the beautiful 
corals on the columns have been badly damaged . I 
am sure in the next couple of years they will come 
back . But, St . Croix is open for business . The div-
ing is good .” That said, it’s the local people that 
help make trip successful, and he found plenty of 
friendly and helpful folks . www.canebayscuba.com 
and www.arawakhotelstcroix.com

Sometimes plans have to be changed at the last 
minute because of events beyond your control . 
Bali’s volcano, Mount Agung, threatening to blow 
its top, was exactly that sort of incident, and last 
December, Hugh Aaron (Vero Beach, FL) had to 
abandon Bali dive plans when Denpasar Airport 
closed three days before his departure .

Searching for a last-minute alternative was tricky, 
but he decided to divert to Thailand and dive the 
Similan and Surin Islands with Wicked Diving’s six-
day liveaboard, MV Mariner, out of Khao Lak, north 
of Phuket .  Online, Wicked Diving said it accepted 
credit cards, but when he arrived, he learned they 
no longer did . Luckily, Hugh had several credit 
cards, so he was able to withdraw the required 
$2,000 (for two people) in local baht from a series 

of ATMs . How many of us could have done that 
trick?

The youthful dive crew, most of whom had come 
to Thailand to become instructors and then stuck 
around, were inexperienced and rigidly stuck to 
rules rather than being flexible . Typically, they 
misunderstood the relative experience of some div-
ers – that’s one of our pet peeves — and resorted 
to giving unwanted diving lessons . Hugh preferred 
the attitude of an older dive guide, a 50-year-old 
ex-policeman from England, who was a lot more 
relaxed . Overall, he liked the diving and enjoyed 
the trip, saying it was incredibly good value, but 
he asserted it was very much like camping at sea . 
www.wickeddiving.com

Looking for an unusual Caribbean Dive? 
How about Blowing Rock, about nine miles off 
Nicaragua’s little-explored Big Corn Island .  Valerie 
Pinder (Stratford, ON) thought it worth braving 

An Incredible Voyage
Children cleaning up a beach in northern Taiwan 

discovered a barnacle-covered camera housing 
among the debris . Inside, the Canon G12 camera was 
in perfect condition, and even its battery had held its 
charge . Their teacher, Park Lee, fired up the camera 
and discovered pictures of a woman on vacation, as 
well as photos at specific locations in Japan . The last 
photo was time-coded to September 7, 2015 .

Lee posted the pictures on the Internet, and 
they soon went viral . Less than 48 hours later, the 
owner was identified as Serina Tsubakihara, a stu-
dent at Sophia University in Tokyo . She had been 
vacationing on the island of Ishigaki, 155 miles east 
of Taiwan, when she lost the camera while scuba div-
ing more than two years earlier . Park returned the 
Canon to its grateful owner .

http://www.puravidadivers.com
https://goo.gl/GHpkqK
http://www.canebayscuba.com
http://www.arawakhotelstcroix.com
http://www.wickeddiving.com
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rough seas to dive there in March (some dives were 
canceled because the Navy would not permit boats 
to leave the safety of the harbor) . It’s not for begin-
ners and not being as young and agile as other 
accompanying divers, she was grateful for the help 
given by the friendly and enthusiastic crew in get-
ting her back onto the panga . Blowing Rock is a 

volcanic rock, beautifully covered in healthy coral, 
rising above the whitewater surface from about 
60 feet . The dive boat followed the divers around 
the site as the divemaster navigated through and 
around areas where surge might draw divers into 
the rocks . “We saw eagle rays, black-tipped sharks, 
fish that were twice the size of the same species 
in other parts of the Caribbean, and a couple of 
critters I had never seen before such as a mantis 
shrimp and African Pompano ( which I learned are 
not seen in Africa) .” 

Valerie dived with Dos Tiburones (Two Sharks) 
Dive Shop and stayed at the Paraiso Beach 
Resort, a pretty little oasis only a dollar taxi ride 
away . Although the island is generally impov-
erished, her rooms were neat and clean, the 

grounds well maintained and the food authentic . 
Undercurrent reviewed Little Corn in July 2006, 
and it doesn’t sound like much has changed .   
www.divecornisland.com and www.paraisoclub.com

Mexico’s Socorro Island always delivers, which 
Nili Hudson (Los Angeles, CA) discovered on her 
second trip there this April . She found the crew 
and food aboard the MV Rocio del Mar . While she 
found the crew, the food and the diving wonder-
ful, she had reservations about her cramped cabin, 
which you should keep in mind if you decided to 
book a trip .  “The room, although tiny, was fine 
and the bed comfortable . Storage is a huge issue 
if you pack anything beyond two bathing suits, 
two pairs of shorts and two tops . There was ZERO 
storage (two small drawers and one is a step) . I 
had the larger of the two single beds, so my suit-
case sat on top of the bed, along with my carryon 
with toiletries, laptop, iPad, logbook, etc . I could 
not put the soft suitcase under the bed to use 
for storage because there wasn’t enough height 
to accommodate the suitcase unless it was col-
lapsed . There wasn’t even a dry fixed cup in the 
bathroom to put a toothbrush and toothpaste, so 
it sat on the wet shelf!” She also noted that the 
camera table was overcrowded with photo equip-
ment and too high for not-very-tall Nili, as was 
the battery-charging locker above it . She carried 

We saw fish that were twice the size of the 
same species in other parts of the Caribbean .

Plastic? Some Dive Operators Step Up 
Anse Chastanet and Jade Mountain Resorts in 

St . Lucia have announced they have reduced single-use 
plastic from operations by 90 percent .

Worldwide Dive and Sail, 
led by Frank Van der Linde 
and Mark Shandur, is elimi-
nating single-use plastic from 
global operations, includ-
ing its liveaboards, the Siren 
Fleet, Master Liveaboards, 
and the Junk . Beginning with 
an immediate ban on plastic 
straws on its fleet of 15 boats, 
they plan to ban all plastic 
before 2020 . WWDS recently 
merged with British live-
aboard operator, Blue O Two, 
which has also announced the end of single-use plastic 
bottles on its Red Sea Fleet .

That said, we’re still waiting for the diving industry 
to do something about the way its products are over-

packaged in plastic . They are supposed to be protecting 
our oceans, but their plastic packaging can contribute 
to a whale of a tragedy . 

A 33-foot (10m)-long, six-ton 
sperm whale that washed up dead 
near the Mediterranean diving 
destination of Cabo de Palos in 
Spain died from gastric shock after 
ingesting more than 64 pounds 
(29kgs) of plastic waste . It has 
prompted Murcia’s regional gov-
ernment to launch a campaign, in 
collaboration with the European 
Environmental Association and 
European Fund for Regional 
Development, to stop dumping 
plastic waste in the ocean .

And, the dive industry needs to stop providing that 
waste . Don’t write to us; write to your favorite scuba 
equipment brands . 

http://www.divecornisland.com
http://www.paraisoclub.com


11

her camera and batteries and all up to the boat’s 
saloon . And she made it work . “Overall, this was 
a great experience, great trip, and great boat .” 
www.rociodelmarliveaboard.com

Some underwater photographers like to get 
feedback from known professionals, and there 
is probably nobody better-known or for longer 
than Cathy Church, based at Sunset House Hotel 
on Grand Cayman . Patricia Sinclair (Metairie, 
LA) went last September during Cathy’s annual 
Underwater Photofest . 

Patricia wrote, “The photo pros would go down 
while you were gearing up and would tag things of 
interest to shoot . Lots of feedback on your images 
(in camera and underwater) were given, and the 
afternoon classes were excellent, with time for a 
photo pro to look at your images on a computer 
screen and go over what worked and what didn’t .”

While expensive, she thought the ability to 
make long dives at her own pace and shoot 
what she wanted without someone telling her 
she had to follow them was a great way to dive . 
www.sunsethouse.com

Sipadan: Divers almost loved this little island 
to death, until the Malaysian government said 
“enough is enough” and now it grants only 120 div-
ing permits a day, with priority to divers who stay 
the longest at the diving resorts and who book the 
earliest . To cover the cost of protection, a permit 
will soon cost a diver $40 per day . But that’s the 
cost of reef protection and a glimpse at what will 
someday happen the world over .

In our last issue, we reported on Gareth 
Richard’s trip to Placencia, Belize, noting that 
because they charged him to use a spear gun to kill 
lionfish, we felt that the dive operator was being 
too greedy and should clearly assist diver who want 
to clean up the reefs for them . We thought they 
hand out guns for free . But we mischaracterized 
Richard’s comments, and he properly called us to 
task: “I love Undercurrent for its neutral and objec-
tive reporting . Unfortunately, in the latest issue, 
you did not correctly represent my report about 
Belize Underwater . You characterize me as being 
‘shocked and disappointed’ that they charged us 
for the use of a Hawaiian sling to kill lionfish . Not 
at all, and I made no such comment in my report . 
They were very accommodating of our request, and 
I did not complain about the fee, either in person 
or in the report . In fact, I rated their service and 
attitude a 5 .  I think they are owed an apology lest 
your readers think I came away with a poor impres-
sion, which I did not . I would recommend them to 
anyone .” 

And with that, I will scrub off the egg on my 
face .

Full reviews coming up in the next months: A 
Costa Rican liveaboard NOT going to Cocos Island, 
a new Bonaire resort, inexpensive resorts in the 
Philippines, a return to Grand Cayman, Indonesia 
by land and by sea, a great Red Sea Liveaboard, 
and much, much more .

   – Ben Davison

Undercurrent Subscribers Set a 
Guinness Record: The Oldest 

Couple Diving
In July 2017, Phil and Grace Hampton of 

Orlando, FL, made a 50-minute scuba dive to 86 feet 
(26m) off Cayman Brac . Nothing special in that, you 
might say, but inspired by a report in Undercurrent 
(August 2016) they managed to get that dive docu-
mented and certified by the Guinness Book of Records, 
earning them the title of the world’s oldest scuba div-
ing couple . They were both 86 at the time .

The article that inspired them to seek the record 
was entitled Scuba: the Sport of Grandparents, in which 
we quoted Phil .

“I am 85 years old and logged my 2,906th scuba 
dive on my birthday in July 2016, diving with the 
Turks & Caicos Explorer II . My wife, Grace, logged her 
1508th dive in Bonaire September 25, 2015 . We will 
celebrate our 59th Anniversary in November .”

Phil was first certified as a diver in 1969, but 
Grace waited until 1987, about which time they 
began subscribing to Undercurrent, which may itself 
be a record .  

You can check out their Guinness record here: 
https://goo.gl/hEeHRT

http://www.rociodelmarliveaboard.com
http://com
http://www.sunsethouse.com
https://goo.gl/hEeHRT
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Yuyao Wang (Chicago, IL) was getting ready for 
BBQ night aboard the Galapagos Aggressor III last 
September . When she stepped out of the bathroom 
after a shower to get dressed, she realized there was 
a pair of “creepy eyes peeping right into my room, 
through the blinds that were not closed properly .”  
Wang panicked and froze, but she could clearly 
tell it was someone wearing a greyish hoodie . She 
stepped back into the bathroom to get dressed, then 
quickly opened the door of her cabin, just to see 
the gray-hooded figure fleeing towards the captain’s 
room .

Wang gathered her nerve and went upstairs 
for the BBQ . “All the divers and crew were there, 
but there was only one person wearing the exact 
gray hoodie I saw on the peeper — the captain, 
Rufino Chele,” Wang says . “He acted as if nothing 
happened . I was astounded and scared because 
I thought no crew would stand behind me if I 
accused the captain . So I chose to stay silent and 
didn’t tell any of the divers .” 

Wang, a 22-year-old Economics PhD candidate at 
the University of Chicago, contacted the Aggressor 
Fleet after her trip . CEO Wayne Hasson told her 
they would investigate, and a month later, he told 
Wang that Captain Chele had admitted to peeping 
but that, according to Ecuadorian law, the captain 
can’t be fired or demoted, and can’t be charged in 
court unless she showed up in Ecuador to make a 
case . 

Wang asked for more concrete solutions from 
Aggressor, but not one replied . She then posted her 
experience online on ScubaBoard and Aggressor’s 
Facebook page (that’s how she found out a woman 
on her dive trip was also harassed by Chele), but 
Aggressor deleted the post . When friends of hers 
who planned to take the Galapagos Aggressor contact-
ed the company about diver security, a staff member 
defended the company’s actions and questioned 
Wang’s motive, saying, “It is possible that as a young 
girl, she might want to get more attention by exag-
gerating the story .”

So much for the values Aggressor Fleet holds 
toward its passengers, Wang says . “I was astounded 
by the vulnerability of female diver security, and the 
inability of this seemingly prestigious company to 
resolve a sexual harassment case .”

Wang’s tale is not an isolated one . Through the 
decades, women divers have experienced every-
thing from “what are you doing here” looks as they 
approach the dive boat, to condescending com-
ments when buying or renting gear, to sexually 
charged actions that go from mildly flirtatious to 
cross-the-line harassment . (In Undercurrent’s book, 
There’s A Cockroach In My Regulator, three instances 
are reported in which female novice divers were 
groped underwater by their instructors, with no way 
to bail out .) 

So, we asked our readers for their MeToo stories, 
and a few had some “back in the day” tales that 
were more the norm than they should have been . 
Ann Keller (Irving, TX) remembers she was the 
only woman in the class when she took her NAUI 
open-water course 40 years ago . “It was apparent 
they didn’t think girls should be divers . There were 
provocative ‘girlie’ posters in the classroom area . It 
was definitely considered a manly sport back then . 
Toward the end of the training, I was in the pool 

“MeToo” in the Dive Industry
it’s still more like being the “Second Sex” for many women divers

Ghost Net Massacres  
Cayman Marine Life

Fishing nets abandoned in the sea trap fish and 
may float for years, trapping more daily . Divers from 
Stingray Watersports encountered such a ghost fish-
ing net off Grand Cayman on April 16 . 

The huge number of dead animals it had trapped 
suggests it had been drifting in the Caribbean for 
many months . It contained more than 30 sharks and 
hundreds of other decomposing fish . Mature ser-
geant majors were probably trapped as juveniles, and 
had grown up within a year or more . The scent trail 
attracted more fish that were in danger of getting 
trapped, as well .

The divers were unable to tow the heavy net, so 
an air and sea search was instigated to relocate it, but 
it was a fisherman who came across it again four days 
later, when it snagged a reef at Rum Point .

After securing it to a mooring, it was towed back 
to Grand Cayman where it was removed and taken to 
a landfill . Most likely, the long gillnet was cut loose 
by illegal fishermen fleeing a coastguard patrol boat .
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with foil inside my mask to block my vision . The 
instructor turned off my air and pinched my nipple 
to ‘see how I reacted .’  I was shocked, but I was in 
no position to complain — I wanted my C-card .” 

Are those stories still happening in the dive 
industry, especially when the “Me Too” movement 
has caught fire in the U .S .?  It might not have 
caught on in other, more remote parts of the world . 

We also wondered whether sexual harassment 
training is part of the dive-training curriculum these 
days and whether issues are addressed differently, 
or more in depth . After all, a great number of dive 
instructors are men between ages 18 and 30, who 
become instructors and guides at destinations off 
the beaten path . So we contacted all the dive train-
ing agencies, as well as resorts and liveaboards in 

far-flung places, to see how they handle these mat-
ters . We only got a few responses, which seems to 
suggest that the dive industry in general still doesn’t 
want to talk about this issue .

“He seemed to give me a hard time 
because I was a woman.”
Most of the responses we got from women were 

less about sexual harassment and more about 
being bullied and belittled . Charlene Barker, a tri-
mix diver who has owned a dive shop in Calgary, 
Alberta, for 24 years, was en route to a dive trip at 
Vancouver Island last year, and stopped at a dive 
shop to get her twin 130-cu-ft tanks filled up . “The 
employee there was confused why I need such big 
tanks . There was no question of what kind of div-

Still Trouble with Full-Face Snorkeling Masks? 
A Retired Mares Dealer Makes His Reservations Clear 

Popular full-face snorkeling masks have had some 
bad press recently, especially in Hawaii, where there 
have been some tragic incidents .  In Undercurrent last 
month, we reported Head/Mares and Ocean Reef’s 
efforts to allay fears regarding CO2 build-up .

Mares dealer Terry Brady (Tavares, FL) wrote to say 
that the issue with these full-face snorkeling masks is 
not necessarily CO2 . Rather, his take is that water will 
not drain from the mask using ordinary snorkel or 
mask clearing techniques . 

He says “The only way to get water to drain from 
inside the mask is to make it drain from the bottom . 
This would require standing up for most people . Water 
will not drain using the puff/purge method . Water is 
trapped in the mask and you will drown . I discovered 
this when these masks were first introduced at DEMA, 
and I was in 4 feet of water, almost choking  on the 
water pooling in the bottom of the mask . Water com-
pletely covers the mouth and nose, making breathing 
impossible . If you are in water over your head, you 
must fin up to move the bottom of the mask out of the 
water for it to drain . There are no instructions with the 
mask for how to do this .”

Terry might have a point, so we asked Stefan Michel 
of Mares for his take .

He said that “We print numerous instructions and 
information in order to assure the user is safe while 
using our product . This even includes the advice to 
acquire training before using the product . In conse-
quence, we offer via SSI a free online course for snor-
kelers . Our most recent packaging even directs to SSI 

snorkel training via QR code on the box .

As far as the specific quote by Terry is concerned, we 
are writing on our packaging in the ‘User Instruction 
and Maintenance’ section the following: “The water 
stop system prevents water from entering through the 
snorkel when submerging . If there is any water inside 
the mask, lift your head above the water, and the water 
will drain out from the bottom valve .”

Ordinary people make assumptions about the safety 
of products and don’t want to know the potential haz-
ards . Many who buy these full face snorkeling mask will 
buy them because they don’t want to get their faces 
wet . They just want to shove one on and float about 
looking at the fishes .

Of course, buyers of products often don’t carefully 
read instruction manuals . And we can’t imagine that 
someone who wants to snorkel will make the effort to 
study an online course . It is up to the seller to impress 
upon the buyers that they must be practice removing 
the mask swiftly in case they encounter any breathing 
problem . And, many unskilled snorkelers or weak swim-
mers may have to stand up to clear the mask .

 The masks are quite popular and selling well . Scott 
Jones, the president of Scuba Adventures QCA in 
Bettendorf (IA), told us he has sold more than 100 full-
face snorkel masks from Head and Ocean Reef Mfg . 
and “all the customers just love it .”

We’ll keep an eye out for future problems.

 — John Bantin
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ing I was planning on doing, but I went through 30 
minutes of questions . According to the staff, I was 
diving with the wrong equipment . My dive buddies, 
all men, have stopped many times at this location 
to get their tanks filled, and they have never been 
asked a single question about why they were diving 
with tanks too big for them .”

Kathy O’Connor (Virginia Beach, CA) was with 
her husband in Aruba, setting up her dive gear on 
the boat, when the dive guide asked her how many 
dives she had done . “I 
told him 400-plus . He 
said that was impos-
sible, and made me 
disassemble and reas-
semble my dive gear . 
Then he told me he 
would be watching me 
very carefully on the 
dive because he didn’t 
believe me . I am a 
petite, older, woman, 
and admit I don’t 
look very outdoorsy, 
but he seemed to 
be giving me a hard 
time because I was a 
woman and claimed 
to know what I was 
doing .”

Maybe Sherri 
Kimes (Palm Springs, 
CA) had the same 
dive guide? Hers in 
Aruba was the most 
annoying she’s ever 
had . “I think all of 
the other divers were 
men . We had a giant stride entry from the back of 
the boat . I had all of my gear in order (I’ve done 
over 1000 dives), but he kept rearranging my gear 
and implying I didn’t know what I was doing . I think 
I finally told him to butt out and just jumped in . 
None of the other divers, including my husband, 
experienced this . Guess I wasn’t capable of arrang-
ing my gear because I was female? But overall, my 
experiences, primarily the Caribbean and Southeast 
Asia were fine .”

Other readers also wrote to say their dive 
trips went without any hitches . But last year, one 
California reader who wants to stay anonymous 
had the worst experience we’ve heard of . “During a 
party night on a Galapagos liveaboard trip, one crew 
member put his fingers up my vagina and, using his 

hand, simulated sex,” she wrote, “It was a shocking 
assault, and I am still upset about it . I’m in my fifties 
and a professional writer, neither a porn actress nor 
someone with ‘victim’ written on her forehead .”

“I’ve even tried to get PADI on board to 
help sort out the inherent problem.”
So how do training agencies deal with these mat-

ters when they train instructors? Obviously, it should 
be part of the curriculum, and perhaps even part of 

a broader diversity train-
ing session . It’s especially 
important because most 
students are a bunch of 
hormone-directed guys, 
18 – much-older, who 
will have more than a 
few bikini-clad women 
in their classes, on their 
dive boats, and as co-
workers .

We received a couple 
of comments from read-
ers who trained and 
work as divemasters in 
the United Kingdom, 
where, they say, the sen-
sitivities and comments 
toward women aren’t 
that much different . 

While doing dive-
master training in 2000, 
Debi Moir’s (North 
Chesterfield, VA) 
instructor wore shorts 
and no underwear . “The 
legs were loose, and he 
sat on a desk in front 

of me, one leg up and one leg down,” she says .  I 
finished the program despite him . It made me very 
uncomfortable and thinking back now, I should 
have said something .”

Lisa Thomas, managing director at the New 
Dawn Dive Centre in Woking, Surrey, England, says 
sex discrimination in the dive industry is still rife 
there, and a lot of the bad behavior comes from 
her students . “I was about to get on a dive boat and 
was told, ‘There is no room on here for you, love .’ 
Luckily, the other instructor told the student who 
made this comment that they had better let their 
instructor on board or they wouldn’t get taught .

“I am permanently on a mission to stamp out sex-
ism and have so many examples; personal ones and 
directed towards customers,” Thomas says . “I have 

Are Underwater Photography 
Courses Good Value?  

We Want To Hear From You
Have you taken an underwater photography 

course?

We are working on a story and would like to know 
whether you found it worthwhile for the money .

How structured was the course?  Did the instruc-
tor give good value-for-money? Did they give you 
underwater demonstrations of technique? Or did 
they use the trip simply to further their own library 
of underwater photographs, leaving you to your own 
devices — maybe giving some impromptu or per-
functory photography critique in the evenings when 
diving was done? Assuming you paid a premium, did 
you come away thinking you merely subsidized their 
dive trip and boosted their ego? Or did you learn a 
lot, increase your skills, and get your money’s worth? 

We’d like to hear about your course . Write to 
BenDDavison@undercurrent.org and tell us about it .

mailto:BenDDavison@undercurrent.org 
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even tried to get PADI on board to help sort out the 
inherent problem .”

We asked both PADI and NAUI how they handle 
these problems, but neither responded, perhaps a 
reflection that they don’t .  

However, Stephanie Miele, chief operating offi-
cer of SDI/TDI/ERDI was ready to talk, as she 
recently wrote an article on this topic for her agen-
cy’s website (check out her piece “Being Young and 
Female in an Old Man’s Industry” at 
https://www.tdisdi.com/sexism-and-ageism 

When it comes to treating women divers badly, 
I think it happens less than it did 20 years ago,” 
she tells us . “I don’t hear as many stories about it . I 
think people are finally waking up .”

Still, she says, dive-training agencies are unable to 
be hands-on supervisors . “We don’t train directly; we 
oversee the training standards, so we don’t have the 

face- to-face interaction or hands-on touch . However 
if we get a sexual harassment complaint filed, and if 
action needs to be taken, we take it swiftly .” 

It’s up to the employers to handle bad staff, 
says Alex Bryant, part-owner of Emperor Fleet 
liveaboards, which cruise around the Red Sea, 
the Maldives and Indonesia . “In general, this 
has always been an issue in places like these .  
Unfortunately, most top dive destinations are in the 
developing world where education is still limited, 
and cultures are very male dominated . The type of 
people who work in the diving industry as a major-
ity are also people who have tried to escape the 
‘real world’ and therefore don’t take the job very 
seriously and are there for a bit of fun . This atti-
tude applies even more so outside the water, where 
they want and expect to have fun . It’s, therefore, the 
responsibility of employers to train and set a certain 
expectation of our staff, but also quickly remove 

A Real Advanced Open Water Class
Two South African scuba divers were found, 

exhausted but alive, drifting more than 8 km away from 
where they went missing on April 8 .

The alarm was raised shortly after 9 a .m ., when dive 
instructor Juan Snyman, 45, and Advanced Open Water 
Dive student Rezano Damoense, 36, surfaced a hun-
dred meters from their boat . The men were part of a 
group of five divers who were doing a recreational dive 
out of Port Elizabeth . Snyman, co-owner of Elite Scuba 
in Walmer, was taking Damoense on his first 30m deep 
dive .

Snyman said “We were taken adrift by the current 
 . . . Our two marker buoys were inflated and raised, but 
because of the angle of the sun and the glare on the 
sea, the skipper and people on the boat were looking 
directly into the sun . We saw them, but they could not 
see us .”

When Snyman realized they had not been spotted, 
they blew their emergency whistles, but the wind and 
sound of the boat’s motor muffled their whistles and 
calls for help .

Damoense said he knew they would be found 
because of Snyman’s 17 years of diving experience . “He 
explained that we had to stay in line with the boats that 
were searching . At one stage, we started drifting apart 
and then held onto each other’s gear to stay together . 
We discussed dropping all our dive gear and making a 
swim for the shore, but the current was just too strong .” 
Both eventually did drop their dive weights .

Damoense said that at one stage they spotted a 
“dark thing” heading towards them, which gave them 
both a fright . “That was scary, but it turned out to be a 
seal, which then went away .” 

Snyman said they had realized that they were drift-
ing further out to sea, away from the searchers .  “We 
attempted to swim towards the [Cape Recife] light-
house, but the more we tried, the more tired we got, 
and we just kept drifting further out to sea . At one 
stage, I got cramps in my legs .”

Meanwhile, the skipper raised the alarm for more 
people to join the search .  Seven rescue boats‚ spaced 
100 meters apart‚ conducted a sweeping line search 
following the direction of the currents and wind, and a 
rescue boat spotted them about 12 .30 p .m .

The two men joked that if they had not been found, 
they would have likely come ashore near the marine 
protected area at Coega, and would probably have 
spent the night in jail because no one would have 
believed that they had drifted that far and the police 
would have thought they were poachers .

Asked if he would be hesitant to dive again, 
Damoense said he was keener to dive than ever . “You 
cannot learn this in a textbook — only experience 
can teach you what to do — and I am lucky that he 
[Snyman] was there to teach me,” he said .

From an article by Gareth Wilson  
in the Port Elizabeth Herald

https://www.tdisdi.com/sexism-and-ageism
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anyone who shows the wrong attitude towards safety 
and respect towards clients . In the end, I feel this is 
what it boils down to — respect for all people irrel-
evant of race, age, religion or gender .”

“There is nothing here 
that implies sexual harassment.”
With a lot of focus on MeToo in the U .S . and lit-

tle attention paid to it in other parts, there will con-
tinue to be clashes about how women are seen and 
treated in the dive industry . A perfect example of 
this clash is a photo posted on the Facebook page of 
Nad-Lembeh Resort in Indonesia’s Lembeh Strait . 

In it, Nando, an employee who is also the in-
house artist, is showing off his new artwork on the 
resort’s special-edition T-shirts . The shirts are worn 
by two women, standing on either side of Nando, 
with their backs toward the camera . Nando is fac-
ing front with his hands extended down to look 
like they’re cupping both women’s backsides, and 
wearing a big smile . Immediately, comments were 
posted that the photo was sexist and offensive . The 
resort’s owner, Simon, replied to one woman with a 
comment like, “If you don’t like it, then don’t come 
here .”

The resort later erased all the comments and 
pinned this one instead . “So far on this post, we 
have been told how men are stupid, that a woman 
has no self-respect if she takes part in a joke such 
as this, that God will somehow take vengeance for 
this post, and to top it off that it’s sexual harass-
ment . We’ve also been told that we should have 
taken it down . We will not censor the post as there 
is nothing in here that implies sexual harassment .  . 
 .  . [Nando’s] hand is not grabbing anything, in fact, 
it’s not even touching . This is just a setup photo 
with a bit of fun with his two lady bosses . You’re 
welcome to disagree, but insulting people is not 
required .”

Perhaps it comes down to cultural views . When 
we asked sources overseas what they thought of 
the photo, most said they saw the funny side of it, 
or wouldn’t even look twice at it . One of those is 
Miranda Coverdale, owner of Dive Into Lembeh on 
North Sulawesi, not too far from Nad-Lembeh . “Nad 
is one of the few dive operations that genuinely care 
for its staff and the environment, and they have 
a sense of humor, too . There was no harm done 
here, … and this is coming from a woman who has 
worked for many years in Egypt, Sudan and Asia .

But Miele at SDI/TDI would certainly not let her 
company post that photo . “I don’t see the point of 
it, it’s not selling anything, and I find it offensive .” 

“Doing a scuba #MeToo was imperative.”
So in a time when there’s so much cultural and 

political change happening, and points of views 
about these changes are still taking a long time to 
shift, how should the dive industry interact with 
women? 

Treat them like the queens they are, say Miele . 
After all, they control the family purse strings . “I 
quoted research in my article that women are the 
ones making the financial decisions as head of the 
household, so if the dive industry is not giving cred-
ibility to women calling them with trip questions or 
taking their training classes, it’s doing the industry 
as a whole a gigantic disservice . It’s not only morally 
wrong, it’s negatively affecting growth .” 

Divers of both genders should show their kids 
how diving should be a gender-neutral sport, Miele 

No Safety Sausage? 
Toss Water!

The famous Australian diver, Valerie Taylor, 
now in her 80s, was asked by the Australian 
Financial Review what her best travel tale was . She 
answered:

“After surfacing in the Banda Sea in Indonesia, 
I saw the mother ship disappear over the horizon . 
I saved myself by building a small island out of 
dead coral plates and making an anchor using 
my hair ribbons and weight belt so the current 
wouldn’t take me away .”

“They didn’t miss me on the boat . Four hours 
later, a couple of crew came back to fish at the 
point during their lunch break . When I saw them 
coming, I thought ‘thank goodness, help is on the 
way .’ I was wrong . The Zodiac sped to the north-
ern point of the reef and stopped .”

“I stood on my island throwing water in the air 
and screaming (Indonesians throw water to attract 
attention on the ocean) . I tossed water until I was 
exhausted . Fortunately, it was a calm day, and even-
tually one of the men stood up . He couldn’t see 
me, but the water attracted his attention .”

“They rescued me and drove me back to the 
boat, where I still wasn’t missed . The problem 
was, I had been the one in charge of checking the 
divers into and out of the water . There was one 
square not crossed off — mine . My husband and 
two nephews on board were not popular with me 
for a couple of days .”
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The latest furor to hit scuba social media 
occurred after a Florida boater posted a YouTube 
video, showing him picking up a lone diver waiting 
at the surface with his surface marker safety sausage 
fully inflated . The furor came about because the 
boater wove a great tale on how he had “rescued” 
this “lost’ diver” off Fort Lauderdale and returned 
him to his dive boat .

While the diver might have been grateful for the 
lift, he may have been equally happy to wait until 
he was picked up by his own boat, which at the 
moment was picking up their other divers in the 
water .

The dive boat Aquaview, operated by South 
Florida Diving Headquarters, can carry 35 divers . 
That’s a lot of divers to have in the water, and most 
likely they were scattered about, so it takes time to 
pick them all up .

It seems that the “rescued” diver had a 10-minute 
deco-stop to do before he could surface, so divers 
in his group surfaced ahead of him and he became 
separated . Social media questions arose: Why was 

the diver on his own? Where was his buddy? Why 
had his group not waited for him at the surface?

The east coast of Florida usually sports a strong 
current that often travels in a different direction 
and a different speed compared to currents deeper, 
in which case, those at the surface would end up be 
drifting nowhere near another diver at depth . 

So, why had this diver incurred a decompression 
stop when the others in the group had not? And 
why had he no buddy?

Different Computers Give  
Different Information
This brings us to his computer . It was a Suunto, 

which uses a Wienke RGBM algorithm, in common 
with a lot of other European-made computers . 
Could it be that the other divers in the group were 
using popular America-made computers that feature 
the older DSAT algorithm? Probably .

The DSAT algorithm for the no-stop section of 
a dive gives maximum bottom times similar to the 
PADI Recreational Dive Planner . Both allow the user 

Things Are Not Always As They Seem
especially to an ill-informed passing boater

adds . “What kids see at home and in social cul-
ture, they mimic . My son knows nothing different 
between men and women divers — mom and dad 
own a dive company together and we’re on equal 
playing fields . I take him out for snorkeling trips, 
and it’s refreshing to see that the majority of people 
don’t care who’s on the dive trip as long as they get 
a chance to have fun .”

Women like to offer each other support and 
feedback, often online, and their word of mouth 
can help or hinder a dive business .  Divemaster 
Sarah Richard launched Girls That Scuba, the larg-
est website for the female scuba diving community 
(www.girlsthatscuba.com) . “Part of the reason I set 
up [the site] was to discuss challenges and obstacles 
on being a female in a male-dominated industry,” 
Richard says in an article for Shape about the topic . 
She also set up her own forum on the site, to help 
other women who may be having negative experi-
ence in the industry “I think doing a scuba #MeToo 
was imperative within an all-female group . It allows 
members to stand up for themselves and know they 
have support .”

Social media is also important for speaking out, 

like when Yuyao Wang posted about her “Captain 
Snooper” experience aboard the Galapagos Aggressor . 
“It’s good to check online to see if there’s a negative 
response to a certain dive operator, but having peo-
ple use it to speak up — and have the confidence to 
do so — is important,” says Miele . 

There’s no place for sexual harassment or belit-
tling of women to happen in the dive industry, or 
anywhere . And just as the #MeToo movement here 
in the U .S ., women speaking out about the ill-treat-
ment and bad situations they’ve faced is leading to 
a lot of bad apples being thrown out, and a lot of 
light shone into long-dark places . Dive trips should 
be fun for everyone — women should be able to 
enjoy themselves without having to fend off idiots . 
The more women speak up and call out the offend-
ing idiots, the more the scuba industry will — and 
should — have to ensure there is a place on the 
dive boat for everyone .

Vanessa Richardson was the senior editor of 
Undercurrent for ten years . She now covers finance, 
women in business, and other topics for magazines such as 
Entrepreneur, Fortune and Money magazines .

http://www.girlsthatscuba.com
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The End of American Abalone Diving?
a desperate situation demands desperate measures

Usually, the first weekend of April is when aba-
lone divers pack up their wetsuits and fins and 
head off to campsites along Northern California’s 
Sonoma and Mendocino counties coast . It’s a 
unique delicacy that cannot be commercially sold, 
so restaurants pay as much as $125 a pound for 
farm-raised abalone .

However, this year’s recreational abalone sea-
son — only free diving is permitted — is closed 
because the abalone population is on the brink of 

collapse, thanks mainly to the purple sea urchin, 
an overpopulated species that has laid waste to the 
struggling kelp forests, home to abalone, the com-
mercially viable red sea urchin, small fish and the 
invertebrates that other larger fish feed on . 

In response, recreational abalone divers are pay-
ing professional divers to vacuum up the purple 
sea urchins — which have little commercial value 
— from select areas of Northern California with a 
fiberglass pipe that empties into a big net .

a lot more no-deco-stop time with an unhindered 
ascent to the surface . 

However, the RGBM algorithm mandates much 
more deco-stop-time if the diver makes a second 
dive after a short surface interval . It is safer, as nitro-
gen absorption by the tissues goes . But, is it safer if 
you are left alone at your safety stop waiting for the 
computer to clear, while your group surfaces and 
gets back on the dive boat?

The “rescued” diver had a large delayed surface 
marker buoy which he had sent up to mark his posi-
tion while he waited out his computer . The captain 
of the Aquaview dive boat would have been well 
aware of this while he went off to pick up other sur-
facing divers . In fact, this is a common practice . 

Many of us divers have been in a similar position 
zxand hitched a lift on another boat when offered . 
Why wait when you can ride? Yet, the boater went to 
great pains to tell the world he had “rescued a lost 
diver .”

Of course, the crew of Aquaview believed that 
nothing untoward had happened when the boater 
dropped the “lost diver” into the water close 
enough for him to swim over to them .

Indeed, the website of the South Florida Diving 
Headquarters even asks, “Does the thought of lazily 
drifting along the reef with the current and surfac-
ing when you are ready appeal to you?”

Well, it appears that the diver subject of this tale 
was doing exactly that .

After all the social media attention, the boater 
who shot the video obviously had second thoughts 
about his “rescue” and removed it from YouTube, 
but still, it leaves the question as to why the diver 
was alone? 

Assuming he was not a certified solo or self-reli-
ant diver, could it be that his assigned dive buddy 
was using a different computer?

Now that would be a mistake . You see, people 
diving together should use a computer with the 
same algorithm . Otherwise, it is inevitable that each 
will need to manage the dive differently . 

I’ve witnessed divers at Truk Lagoon enjoy-
ing the square profile of a wreck dive, armed with 
both a Suunto and an Oceanic computer, who 
became confused that they provided different deco 
requirements . Many were unaware that the Oceanic 
computers manufactured during the last several 
years feature a dual algorithm, either of which the 
user can select . Oceanic’s DSAT algorithm is very 
different from Suunto’s RGBM, but the Pelagic+ 
algorithm on an Oceanic computer (and clones 
thereof) is similar . It’s important to set the appropri-
ate one before diving .

One last point . The “rescued” diver had a visible 
safety surface marker buoy . Often, dive companies 
ask everyone to stay in sight of the dive guide . 
Sometimes buddies are assigned . If he had been 
with a buddy at the surface, he might not have been 
safer, but he would have had someone to chat with 
while he was waiting to be picked up .

                                                     — John Bantin

People diving together should use a computer 
with the same algorithm
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Flotsam & Jetsam 
Penn State Gets Wimpy. Members of the 98-year-

old “Outing Club” can no longer go scuba diving 
or engage in several other outdoor activities like 
hiking . They can play rugby, field hockey, and 
even football, but no scuba diving . Officials say 
scuba diving is  “above the university’s threshold of 
acceptable risk” for students .  But, the risk is not 
getting bent . It seems that the death knell stems 
from the Club frequently visiting locations with poor 
cell phone coverage . “Student safety in any activity is 
our primary focus,” a Penn State spokeswoman told 
The Post-Gazette .  

Undercurrent Travel and Weather Planner. 
We have updated the Seasonal Planner 
section of the Undercurrent website to reflect 
the change in popularity of many resorts 
and the alternative climatic conditions . 
www.undercurrent.org/UCnow/WorldIndx.php  
Go to the section devoted to the area you are 
interested in and click on the destination on 
the map or simply identify it from a handy list .
www.undercurrent.org/members/UCnow/WorldIndx.php

 Killed by a Bali Dive Boat. An Austrian diver, 
Kerstin Korinek (35), was killed on April 23rd 

while surfacing with a surface marker buoy and 
was struck, can you believe, by a dive boat from 
Lembongan Dive Adventure near the island of 
Nusa Lembongan . Retrieved by the crew of her 
own boat, Serendipity, she had a serious head wound 
and was rushed to a Bali hospital, where she was 
later declared dead . 

Inflating Your Surface Marker Buoy in Cold 
Water. Don’t use your regulator or octopus if the 
temperature is less than 46°F/8°C, says Martin 
Woodward, who operates Stoney Cove, a popular 
inland dive site in the UK . In such cold water, he 
notes, modern high performance regulators may 
free-flow, so many manufacturers now caution 
against it . 

Where Have the Californian Seastars Gone? 
The giant spiny sea star and the ochre sea star 
were once ubiquitous around Catalina Island, but 
The Catalina Islander reports that these and some 
other species have recently disappeared from much 
of California’s ocean — and nobody knows why . 
Scientists have been busy trying to find the cause of 
this tragic event, without success . One thing we can 
be sure of: Mother Nature is sending a message .

The once-great underwater fields of bull kelp 
shrank by 93 percent between 2008 and 2014 . One 
cause was the 2014-15 El Niño, which raised ocean 
temperatures and discouraged new growth . 

The purple urchin has few natural predators . 
The sea star that normally eats them disappeared 
after suddenly dying off from disease in 2013 . 
The North Coast sea otter population, decimated 
decades ago, hasn’t recovered . Unlike abalone, 
the hardy purple sea urchins reproduce well, even 
under starvation conditions .

“This is a nightmare,” said retired commercial 
urchin diver Jon Holcomb, 72, of Fort Bragg, who 
said he never witnessed such bad kelp conditions 
in his 37-year career . One of a handful of profes-
sional divers taking part in the urchin removal pro-
gram, Holcomb created the urchin-sucking device 
they’re using based on an airlift, a tool used to 
clear sand and other small objects from the ocean 
floor . Rather than scuba gear, the divers use hoo-
kahs attached to small fishing boats for breathing 
and then dive down with the airlift . After scraping 
the urchins off the rocks, they suck the animals 
through the pipe and into a waiting net .

Each diver can clear around 1,500 square feet a 

day of urchin barrens, the vast areas of the seafloor 
that have been stripped of kelp by the purple-
spined creatures .

By having Holcomb and company remove 
urchins from specific areas, starting with Caspar 
Cove near the town of Mendocino, Catton wants 
to see if they can create a few kelp “oases .” Bull 
kelp is an annual plant — it’s actually algae — that 
depends on spores released by the previous year’s 
kelp to grow . The hope is that a few small, thriving 
kelp forests could create enough spores to encour-
age growth elsewhere on the coast .

“We don’t know how many of those there will be, 
or how far the spores will travel,” she said .

The larger goal, Catton said, is to create a mar-
ket for the purple urchins, which are not meaty 
enough to sell as seafood . One potential use is to 
augment compost . 

“The kelp is the bottom of the ecosystem,” Russo 
said . If the urchins “get rid of all the kelp, there’ll 
be no crabbing, there’ll be no salmon, there’ll be 
no nothing .”

From an article by Tara Duggan  
in the San Francisco Chronicle

http://www.undercurrent.org/UCnow/WorldIndx.php
http://www.undercurrent.org/members/UCnow/WorldIndx.php
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Wrecks Wear Out. Wrecks sunk to benefit div-
ers as well as local fishermen form natural habitats 
where fish congregate . However, wrecks deterio-
rate, and wooden wrecks deteriorate the fastest . 
The wrecks that were purposefully sunk at Tioman 
Island Marine Park in Malaysia more than 20 years 
ago no longer attract divers because they have dete-
riorated so badly . Now Reef Check Malaysia has 
sunk another old wooden fishing boat neat Pulau 
Renggis, with more to come . 

Don’t Flame Your Mask. Last month, we report-
ed that a few Hollis masks had shattered when a 
diver hit the water, and now we believe we have 
found the culprit: not the mask, but the diver . 
During manufacturing, a silicone release agent 
is deposited on the glass, and a diver needs to 
remove it by polishing the inside surface to prevent 
the mask from fogging up . Some divers think they 
can burn off that silicone deposit with a cigarette 
lighter, but this weakens the tempered glass and 
can result in a frameless single face-plate mask 
shattering on impact with the water . This is espe-
cially so if the strap is pulled so tight it stresses the 
weakened glass . The proper way to remove the film 
is to polish the glass with a gentle abrasive such as 
old-fashioned white toothpaste . This applies to all 
masks .

Born to Dive. The Bajau people of Malaysia and 
Indonesia are known for their breath-hold diving 
skills and live 60 percent of their time hunting 
underwater . A recent study at UC Berkeley, report-
ed in Cell, suggests that their prodigious diving 
abilities may result from evolved genetic traits that 
have given them larger spleens, which act as an 
emergency reserve of red oxygenated blood cells 
that are released into the bloodstream .

A New Smartphone App to Save Florida’s 
Reefs. If you’re an underwater photographer, 
you can collect data to help save Florida’s reefs 

by monitoring the health of coral clusters that 
the Coral Restoration Foundation has been grow-
ing in offshore nurseries . The app will teach you 
how to spot the differences between living and 
dead corals and identify whether corals have 
grown or fused together . You simply take photos 
and transfer them to your phone before sub-
mitting them with information about the site . 
www.coralrestoration.org/citizen-scientist

American Freediving Federation. Freediving is 
growing in popularity with younger people . The 
recently launched AFF is part of CMAS, which 
comprises 130 diving federations, and continues 
the legacy started by Frenchman Jacques Cousteau . 
It offers its members education, support and 
resources, while aiming increase a greater visibility 
and understanding of the sport . Contact them at 
www.usfreedivingfederation.org

Good News For Groupers. The Florida Fish 
& Wildlife Commission held seminars in Florida 
throughout last October to hear concerns and 
comments from the public who took a stand to 
protect Goliath groupers from fishermen in a lim-
ited open season . Undercurrent is pleased to report 
that this April 26th, the FFWC decided to keep 
protection in place .

ISIS Affects Tobago Scuba Diving. Tobago is 
off-the-menu for American and British divers . 
Governments of both nations have issued security 
alerts that ISIS terrorists are soon likely to carry out 
attacks . More than 100 Trinidad and Tobago citi-
zens left to join ISIS and are now returning . A ter-
ror attack planned for annual Trinidad’s Carnival 
was thwarted in February . On April 29, British 
Airways told Owen Bantin (Hull, UK) nephew of 
Undercurrent’s Senior Editor, if he proceeded with 
his holiday booking, he should stay within the con-
fines of his resort .

http://www.coralrestoration.org/citizen-scientist
http://www.usfreedivingfederation.org
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