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The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

Alami Alor, Pulau Alor, Indonesia
luxury resort, luxurious reefs, reasonable prices

Dear Fellow Diver,

From the moment I donned my gear on the sturdy 
wooden jetty in front of the resort and took a giant 
stride into the warm water, I felt I’d made the right 
decision in coming to Alami Alor. It was my afternoon 
checkout dive, and a school of jacks pursued a swarm 
of silversides right under the dock. After my affable 
British guide, Pete, helped my buddy get her weights 
right, he pointed out nudibranchs, crabs, and shrimps 
aplenty on a reef jam-packed with critters, soft corals, 
dancing shrimp and even two mandarin gobies.

The next morning we dived for an hour along an eye-
popping wall of soft corals with swarms of chromis, but-
terfly fish, durgons, anthias, wrasses, fairy basslets, 
and silversides. Brilliant tube worms, nudibranchs and a 
plethora of sea squirts decorated the coral during one 
of my most “fishy” dives ever, a wide-angle shooter’s 
dream. As the current increased, we moved to the shal-
lows for 20 minutes, gazing at the colorful soft and 
hard corals and reef fish.

Getting to the far reaches of Indonesia is compli-
cated, so I 
always book 
a day or 
two’s layover 
after my 
transatlan-
tic flight. 
Good thing. 
My flight 
from Bali 
to Alor was 
canceled, so 
the resort, 
which had 
booked my 
local air, Pulau Alor, a beautiful part of the world
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rerouted me, eating up the extra 
day, but I missed no diving. 

At the airport, my two 
friends and I were whisked 
away on the resort van for 
the one-hour, back-roads trip 
to the remote Alami Alor, 
where we were warmly greeted 
by Valentina, the manager-
in-training, from Chile. She 

showed me my exquisite, spa-
cious beachfront cabin with 
floor-to-ceiling windows, a 
king and single bed (I got the 
cabin to myself without a single 
supplement, because I booked 
seven months in advance), air-

conditioning, open-air bathroom and shower (3-5 minutes of hot water and slippery 
tiles), surrounded by plants and trees, and two lounge chairs out front (April 
weather was too hot -- high 80ºs (27ºC) -- and humid to sit outside). The smiling 
crew kept my cabin and the resort spotless.

 Co-owner, Lauren, an American, had the cooks make me some delicious nasi-
goreng (noodles with veggies and an egg on top) to tide me over until 7 p.m. 
dinner. Beforehand, we were briefed: they cater only to experienced divers, don’t 
teach courses and only operate mid-March to early December. Her British husband, 
Max, runs the dive operation and she the resort; both are dive instructors, and 
often joined us. They built the boutique resort -- it only holds 12 guests -- five 
years ago.

The cathedral-ceilinged aquatic-themed main building combined the dining 
room and lounge, with fans keeping the breeze going. With shoes off, we all sat 
at a long table for meals, served family style. The lounge had a big screen TV, 
which we used nightly to share photos, followed by lots of oohs and aahs. With my 
down time, I’d relax, read, or snorkel the house reef, where there was plenty of 
action, including blacktip reef sharks. 

They have no dive shop, per se, but have a nice air-conditioned camera room 
with plenty of plugs, lights, room to work, and a big rinse tank, as well as two 
small rooms next to the camera room for computers, GoPros, and smaller cameras. 
They offer good-quality rental gear and asked me in advance if I would need any-
thing. When my spotting light 
flooded on my housing, they lent me 
one. 

The two-tank morning dive went 
out at 8 a.m., the afternoon dive 
at 3 p.m., night dive at 5:30 p.m., 
and you can dive the house reef 
all you want. While the water was 
between 80ºF (27ºC)and 84ºF (29ºC), 
a few times it dropped to 78ºF 
(26ºC). My five mil with a furry 
vest/hood was fine for every dive, 
which generally lasted 60-70 min-
utes. They chose sites according to 
the phase of the moon, tides, and 
currents, which they knew well from 
four years of observing here. 

One of the exquisite cabins
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Morning dives were breathtaking. The pristine, diverse, and intricate corals 
seemed untouched. Anthias, durgons, snappers, jacks, tangs and butterflyfish 
abounded. Huge barrel sponges covered most sites. The visibility was 100 
feet+(30M+) on our first wall dives. Alor is not a protected marine park area; 
there is no dynamite fishing, but there are some fish traps. When I came up from 
one dive, there were a dozen village kids swimming and paddling in their dugout 
canoes, asking to have photos taken, and shouting “I love you Mr.!” 

Great Wall was one of the more beautiful wall dives I’ve ever made. From 40-70 
feet (12-21m), the wall was jam-packed with hundreds of soft and hard corals, sea 
squirts, anemones, clownfish, barrel sponges with hairy crabs in their crevices, 
fans, ghost pipefish, anemone crabs, translucent shrimps and massive clusters of 
bubble corals.  Swarms of anthias, butterflyfish, jacks, snappers, and wrasses 
filled the water. One could shoot either macro or wide angle and be a happy pho-
tographer. The top of the reef during our safety stop was like being in a Disney 
movie (think Finding Nemo), it was so rich and perfect.

All the afternoon dives were in the muck, with 20- to 40-foot (6-12m) visibil-
ity in the black sand bay, and every 
bit as good as Lembeh Strait (sadly, 
with some trash, as at Lembeh). On my 
firsts dive, I spotted frogfish, hairy 
rhinopias, stonefish, seahorses, and 
nudibranchs (some no larger than a 
grain of rice), pygmy cuttlefish, and 
a banded sea snake, as well as several 
varieties of shrimp, an ornate bris-
tleworm, and snake eels. Our sharp-
eyed guide, Nikko, found a small coco-
nut octopus half-buried in some plant 
debris, put his finger two inches 
(51mm) from its head, and a tentacle 
quickly attached its tiny suckers to 

Buoyancy Cell Failure Causes Diver Fatality
There have been contradictory reports concerning 

the cause of the death of Australian Andrew Kilbride, 
49 while undertaking technical dive training in the 
Batangas of the Philippines in May .

However, the one fact consistently reported is that 
the buoyancy cell of his diver’s wing detached, causing 
an out-of-control ascent .

We suspect that it must have become detached at 
the lower edge, meaning that it was inverted above his 
head, making it impossible for him to dump air . We 
cannot understand how this could have happened if 
he was using back-mounted cylinders, since the wing is 
normally sandwiched between the diver (usually with a 
backplate) and his tanks . 

That said, if the diver was using side-mounted tanks 
only, in conjunction with a side-mount rig, this could 
be possible if the bottom edge of the buoyancy cell 
was not attached securely, leaving the buoyancy cell 

free to “escape .”

This happened to me while using an Italian-made 
Dive Systems side-mount rig in Egypt . The bottom part 
of the wing, secured with Velcro, became unattached, 
inverting above my head and making it impossible for 
me to reach it to dump air during an ascent . 

Luckily, I was close to a reef wall and put my 
camera rig down while I recovered the situation . It 
had been dicey for a moment and could have been 
fatal had I been out in the blue . I took off the whole 
rig to re-attach it . I didn’t use it again, and the prod-
uct sank without trace (in the UK, at least) after I 
published my findings in Diver Magazine (UK) .

If you use a sidemount rig, you must ensure that 
there is no way the bottom part of the buoyancy cell 
can become detached .

– John Bantin

Inside the spacious seafront cabin
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his finger, then tugged a 
couple of times before giving 
up and pulling back.  About 
the only critters I didn’t 
see were a blue-ring octopus, 
a mimic octopus and a wonder-
pus, all of which are common 
in the Lembeh Strait. Bad 
luck?

Our first 70-minute 
night dive was at Mucky 
Mosque, in front of a village 
mosque five minutes from the 
resort. It was full of crit-
ters, nonstop ghost pipefish, 
frogfish, nudis, harlequin 
shrimp, squid, cuttlefish, 

leaf scorpionfish, snowflake eel and a Spanish dancer. I got some great shots with 
the help/spotting by my dive guide. We surfaced after 70 minutes to a sky filled 
with stars, with few lights to pollute the view. On other night dives, I found a 
beautiful little bobtail squid, cuttlefish transforming their shapes, textures, and 
colors before my eyes, an orangutan crab, hairy frogfish (first one they’ve seen 
in three years), even a half a dozen octopuses: Coconut and long-armed. Because 
the night muck dives had so many critters, I stopped the afternoon dives and just 
did night dives.

I do think, however, there were too many afternoon and night muck dives. In 
fact, half the dives are muck. Why not alternate a few with the beautiful coral 
reefs? Lauren told me distances, currents, gas, and staff consideration led to 

them selecting afternoon muck dives within 5-10 min-
utes of the resort. I wasn’t the only one who wished 
to see more of the reefs and walls, and we paid 
pretty good money to do that.

Guests from Germany, Switzerland, China, UK, and 
U.S. came and went, and we all got along well, tell-
ing our endless dive stories. An arriving English 
couple immediately took to their room with a severe 
stomach/intestinal upset that took them out of diving 
for three full days. 

We dived a large, long, deep wall named “Current 
Alley,” hoping to see scalloped hammerhead sharks. 
Within five minutes of reaching 80 feet (24m), a lone 
hammerhead came in from the blue, passing right in 
front of me. Ten minutes later, 20 appeared in front 
of us and passed by, uninterested. Ten minutes later, 
a pair swished within 30 feet (9m) of me, and then 
a large eagle ray flapped past, then another. But 
a second trip there produced none. That’s diving, 
folks.                  

However . . . Motoring back to the resort, we hit some swirling currents, and 
the lookout shouted,“Mola-Mola!” Lauren motored us to within five meters of an 
ocean sunfish and, two of us with mask, fins, and snorkels slipped into the water, 
kicking like crazy to catch up to the 6 foot-high (1.8m) Mola-Mola gently flapping 
its dorsal and caudal fins. I got a full-on side view, and my buddy got some good 
video until we ran out of gas. I had two other Mola snorkeling encounters. 

Their boats (about 24 feet/7.3m)) were nearly new -- one came to a dead stop 

One of Alami Alor’s dive boats

Alami Alor, Pulau  
Alor, Indonesia

Diving (Experienced) HHHHH

Diving (Beginners) HHH

Beach Snorkeling HHHHH

Accommodations HHHHH 
(They they add shower mats)

Food HHHH

Services and attitude HHHHH 

Money’s worth HHHHH 

H = poor HHHHH= excellent

Worldwide scale
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for a short time, but a quick fuel line repair got it going -- spic-and-span and 
perfect for six divers and two guides. Together, we back-rolled off the gunnels, 
re-entered up a sturdy steel ladder after the crew lifted our BCDs/tanks up. They 
handled my big rig camera carefully. They provided shared plastic crates to keep 
miscellaneous dive accessories -- computers, defoggers, masks, etc. --  but I 
found it chaotic sorting through everyone’s stuff to find my own. A simple mesh 
bag for each diver would be simpler. 

I never had to handle my dive equipment -- they put it on the boat, rinsed 
and dried it overnight. The dive crew, Pete and two Indonesian guides, was 
extremely helpful, and assisted us getting in and out of the boat, and offering 
sunburn lotion when I got too much sun. When my dive buddy got a bad cramp doffing 
her BCD and fins -- three times, in fact -- they helped her stretch her leg in the 
water and massaged her calf until she stopped writhing in pain. Yet all was not 
perfect in paradise, as one dive guide argued about something with the dive man-
ager, abruptly quit and left. I don’t think they missed him. 

A dive at Black Rhino produced three rhinopias -- a red one, orange one, and 
hairy beige one  -- the first time they’ve ever spotted three in one dive. I vid-
eoed the hairy one walking for more than a minute -- what a comical sight! 

For such a remote outpost, the food was top of the line, and the owners 
and expat staff joined us regularly for the served meals. There was one menu 
per lunch and dinner, a mix of Indonesian (rice, a saucy chicken, curries, nasi 
goreng, local spinach, fruit) and some western food (e.g., French fries, steak, 

green beans). One night we had giant 
prawns with coconut curried pump-
kin and Indonesian spinach, another 
night fresh tuna with a mild pepper 
salsa, cassava greens, and another 
night chicken and vegetarian skew-
ers with rice and green beans cooked 
with tempeh. Chinese eggplant, salad, 
and rice were one delicious lunch. 
And endless cakes for dessert: crumb, 
coconut, chocolate, and spice. They 
accommodated two of us who were “low-
carb” eaters with extra protein (e.g., 
chicken) and sautéed veggies. They 
served good French-press coffee and I 
brought ground decaf from home, which 
they brewed for me after dinners. In 

A Caribbean Influx of Deadly Weed
Massive rafts of Sargassum seaweed that originate 

in the Sargasso Sea, an area contained normally by 
the central gyre of the Atlantic currents, have been 
coming ashore in recent years, not only in the Eastern 
Caribbean, but also along the coasts of Mexico, 
Trinidad, Tobago and some West African nations . It’s 
been especially bad in Barbados, an island normally 
noted for its pristine white beaches, where some are 
now buried beneath vast expanses of rotting seaweed, 
with some mounds as much as six feet high (1 .8m) .

Besides clogging boats’ cooling water intakes, its 

effects can be deadly to wildlife . In Barbados, it has 
killed three dolphins and seven endangered green 
turtles . In 2015, the worst year, more than 40 green 
and hawksbill turtles died .

Under normal circumstances, floating mats of 
Sargassum form a thriving ecosystem, but for air-
breathing animals, it can be a problem because it traps 
them when they try to break through to the surface .

Be aware: If a mat of Sargassum floats overhead 
while you are diving, you will not have clear access to 
the surface .

Alami Alor’s camera preparation room
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the morning, at 7 a.m., I could wake up over 
a cup of fresh coffee before a breakfast of 
eggs, omelets, granola, fruit, toast, and 
fresh pastries. Oh: an alert. Tiny mosqui-
tos were pesky, and I had to spray up for 
breakfast and especially dinner (the resort 
provides spray).

And about that slippery bathroom tile? 
One diver slipped, whacked her head, and 
pulled her quadriceps, was unable to dive 
for a day and hobbled for the next seven 
days. Others had near-misses. The owners 
carefully helped her walk to/from her cabin 
and onto/off of the boat all week and even 
had a local carve her a walking stick. But, 
those tile floors call out for rubber mats.

One morning dive we did two nice large 
caves, one with a 10-foot (3m) entry and 
air pocket at the top, the other with a three-foot (1m) entry,so we went single 
file. Tuna schooled around the exit. The surge was challenging but manageable. The 
second dive was Apuri Bay, which was a giant carpet of various anemones -- thou-
sands really -- in all directions. We entered at 83ºF (28ºC)and exited at 78ºF 
(26ºC) because of a chilly upwelling that came through, but the viz was crystal-
clear: 100 feet/30m plus.  I captured dozens of anemone nest shots (with some 
spectacular macro close-ups of the varied anemone fingers) and half a dozen clown-
fish types.

On my no-dive day, we toured a traditional mountain village, where nine 
betelnut-chewing families lived in 3-level thatched roof, open-air houses. They 
prepared us sweetened coffee, and our guide walked us around explaining their 
subsistence farming of corn, cassava, bananas, and coconuts. The town’s open-air 
market was colorful and fragrant, but not always to a western nose! In the after-
noon, a dive guide took us on a scenic boat ride along the shores of the bay, past 
villages with Christian and Muslim houses of worship, kids playing in the water 
and fishermen jigging for dinner. Dolphins played in the bow wake and jumped for 
sardines (another day, a juvenile manta twice leaped fully from the water along-
side our boat).   

So, Alami Alor is a great, remote, luxurious boutique outpost, offering some 
of Indonesia’s finest diving. It’s a destination that’s hard to beat, so much so, 
in fact, that it’s sold out for the remainder of 2018. For Indonesia, it is priced 
well on the high side, but, indeed, worth every penny.

-- D.S.

Our undercover diver’s bio: “I got the diving bug watching Sea Hunt as a kid, got certified in 1983, but didn’t 
start diving the world until 1991 . I’ve logged more than 1,200 dives in the Caribbean, Indonesia, Australia, Tahiti, 
Palau, PNG, Maldives and the Philippines  . While I love the convenience of liveaboards, I also enjoy resorts for their 
relaxing pace and beauty  . My life goal is to dive on my 90th birthday . (Only 24 years to go!)”

Diver’s Compass: My 12-night stay (3 dives/day included) as a 
single cost me US$3,300, including nitrox ... Internet in the 
dining room is barely good enough for emails ... Optional half-day 
tours run $70 for 2-4 people ... They provide free laundry service 
... They offer massages, but I was disappointed that the masseuse 
was away all 12 days of my stay ... They sell wine and beer by the 
glass and no other alcohol ... The nearest chamber is in Bali.

Undercurrent Receives 
$1000 Environmental Grant

Singing Field Foundation, a New 
Hampshire foundation headed by Jonathan 
A . Scott, a diver and environmentalist, has 
awarded us $1000 for “continuing support for 
your coverage of environmental issues, advo-
cacy and fundraising for marine conservation 
causes .”

It’s a surprise, a grant we did not apply for, 
so we are grateful, as a nonprofit organization, 
to be recognized .  Our deepest thanks .

– Ben Davison
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Okeanos Aggressor II, Caño Island, Costa Rica
well, it’s sure not Cocos Island

Dear Fellow Diver,

Beep, beep, beep…beep, beep, beep ... Sleeping in my lower bunk on the Okeanos 
Aggressor II off Caño Island, my brain cells gradually woke up to the constant 
chirp of a smoke alarm -- but where was it coming from? Stumbling into the hall-
way, there were already a couple of other dazed people looking around. We made our 
way up two flights of stairs to the muster station. Was I supposed to be wearing 
my life jacket? Expecting to be greeted by the Captain barking orders, I heard -- 
quiet. Only the hall smoke detectors would trigger an alarm in the Captain’s quar-
ters, not the individual cheap-looking cabin alarms. I opened the bridge door and 
yelled for the Captain. While he was on his way, another passenger came up with 
the malfunctioning culprit alarm in his hand, from a cabin whose residents didn’t 
even know the chirping came from their room. All said and done, a third of the 
guests mustered in the correct spot, only two wore life jackets, a third mustered 
on the dive deck, and the other third slept right through it! Hmmm.

My April trip to Costa Rica started off well with an overnight at the Holiday 
Inn Express San Jose Forum. In the morning, after a good complimentary breakfast, 
the luggage truck and passenger bus arrived at 2:20 p.m. for our 60-mile drive to 
Puntarenas. After boarding the boat, we had a briefing, including what to do if 
the alarms went off (I thought everyone had paid attention), and I was shown to 
my downstairs cabin, pretty much the same as the others, with bunk beds, ensuite 
bathrooms, and a small closet with three drawers. Upstairs cabins were more luxu-
rious, roomier -- and more expensive. Because the boat has a water maker, one 
would presume water would be fine for drinking, but no, it was only for brushing 
teeth and showering. Time to clean out the pipes, I guess.

While Caño Island is a dayboat trip from many resorts on Costa Rica’s southern 
coast, off Oso Peninsula, it’s a 12-hour overnight steam from Puntarenas, where 
the (120-foot/36m long) Aggressor moors (from there, she steams to Cocos Island, 
her primary destination). I booked this itinerary hoping that because the waters 
of Caño Island are a marine preserve, diving would be somewhat like Cocos (or 
maybe Mexico’s Socorro) with a shorter, less arduous crossing. It wasn’t to be.

Our morning check-out dive was at Barco Hundido, where I swam among school-
ing porkfish and snappers, a starry 
moray, guitar ray, plus two other 
morays. While the surface tempera-
ture was 84°F (29°C), it dropped to 
77°F (25°C) at 60 feet (18m), and 
visibility was a disappointing 30 
feet (9m) or so, which didn’t con-
cern me, because checkout dives are 
rarely at the better sites. In the 
haze, my buddy and I lost the rest 
of the group, but we had the captain 
as our guide -- oops, lost him too! 
We moseyed around until we finally 
stumbled into everyone as the dive 
ended. 

A better dive was at Cueva de 
Los Tiburones, where I spotted a 
turtle on my way down the line. 
Two white-tips hung out in a small Okeanos Aggressor II uses rigid hull inflatable pangas
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cave, but kicking through 
the 10-foot (3m) surge to 
reach them was a challenge, 
for sure. A juvenile peacock 
razorfish tried its best to 
look like a floating leaf. 
Tube blennies popped from old 
barnacle holes on the rocks 
that dominated the topogra-
phy. Some soft corals and 

plenty of sea fans added a bit of color, 
but because of the current and surge, the 
stunted sea fans were no taller than eight 
inches(20cm), and the soft corals were no 
taller than 10 inches (25cm). And there 
were no hard corals.

But on board, there was plenty of food. Pre-breakfast started as early as 
5:30a.m., with cereal and toast, then after the 7:00 a.m. dive (the two others 
were at 10:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m.), Eduardo served up made-to-order eggs, bacon or 
sausage, sometimes pancakes, fruit, pastries, and yummy veggie/fruit smoothies. May 
the overeating begin! Lunch and dinner often started with delicious home-made soup 
and salad, followed by a full meal including fish, chicken, or pizza, and dessert, 
served buffet style, a little crowded at the bar, but the line moved quickly. One 
night was chicken/beef/fish BBQ, but without the sauce. Afternoon snacks usually 
included banana smoothies and cookies or cake, and it seemed as if my wetsuit got 
tighter. Eduardo met special meal requirements or requests, though one guest, who 
failed to realize a salad had corn in it, spit it out, took a Benadryl, and set 
her EpiPen on the table. Sodas, lemonade, beer, and wine were complimentary.

After a few dives, I realized that the poor visibility was a given. After all, 
the Costa Rican coast is a rainforest, and it rained almost every day on my April 
trip. Probably my best visibility was 50 feet (15m), but generally, it was less. 
(Later, I was told January-February has the best visibility, about 60 feet/18m). 
I was frustrated because there were lots of schooling jacks and snappers, but I 
couldn’t see most of the action. The Aggressor advertised water temperatures rang-
ing from 72-84°F (22-29°C), so I figured it would be mostly around 80°F (27°C) 
with an occasional colder upwelling, but I didn’t expect a major thermocline at 40 
feet (12m), with a constant 72°F (22°C) at 80 feet (24m). 

We dived from two inflatable pangas, with local guides Anibol, Facundo, and 
Captain Carlos switching every day. By the middle of the week, our panga had one 
guide, but the other panga usu-
ally had two, as one customer 
complained about how fast the 
guide swam, and that he wasn’t 
paying her enough attention. 
(This same woman thought she 
would have a private cabin 
-- without paying extra -- and 
when a roommate arrived, she 
continued to act like it was 
hers alone, hogging the closet, 
drawers, and bathroom.) A day 
after the guide was harangued, 
he waggled a finger at me as 
I held onto some barnacles 
trying not to be flung 20 feet 
(6m) backward by the surge. I 

Rocky shoreline of Caño Island
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guess it was a carryover from the day 
before, since I never saw him repri-
mand anyone during the week, though 
everyone grabbed rocks and barnacles 
in front of him, and he, too, occa-
sionally braced his hands and fins on 
the bottom. It was impossible not to.

Tanks, all 80 cu. ft. (11-liter) 
aluminum, and gear stayed in the 
pangas the entire trip, filling done 
with long hoses. This meant that BCs 
and regulators were in the sun all 
day, occasionally rinsed by the rain. 
The pangas were rigid-hulled inflata-
bles with forward controls. A wooden 
tank holder ran down the middle, which 
made space tight and donning fins 
awkward. The panga driver would check 
Nitrox (usually 32). At dive sites, 
we backrolled in one-by-one, then went 
down the line. Surfacing after the 
maximum 55-minute dive, I handed up 
my weights and gear and climbed the 
ladder’s wide wooden steps. They care-
fully laid cameras on a thick piece 
of foam at the bow, but the area was 
crowded with just two large camera 
rigs. There was no way to rinse a 
camera on the panga, but one diver 
brought his own water-proof camera bag 
that he could fill with water, or at 
least keep his camera out of the sun.

Gearing up on the main boat was 
easy but congested, thanks to the 
layout of the individual storage bins. 
I found it easier to take my wetsuit 
up to the sundeck, where I could sit 
in a chair and pull it on. The sun-
deck had lots of shade, along with 
some tables (that were never wiped 
clean) and many chairs -- it was a 
popular place in the evening. On the 
main deck, another sitting area was a 
fantastic place to watch the sunsets. 
There were a large camera table and one large camera rinse tank, with a couple 
different charging stations. They recommended charging in the cabins only while we 
were present.

My favorite dive site (at least the first time we dove it) was Faro Perdido, 
where mobula rays did fly-bys in the ripping current, and a huge school of bar-
racuda swirled about, while a couple of white-tips swam around. On the way down, 
I saw numerous little blue flecks; when I tried to touch them, they scurried away. 
I’ve seen these on many other dives, both in Atlantic and Pacific destinations, 
and have never figured out what they are. (Email Undercurrent if you know.) When 
I dived the same site at 10:30 a.m. on the last day, I had an entirely different 
dive. It was rainy and almost like a night dive on the bottom -- some of the fish 
looked like they were still sleeping! And colder -- 72 °F (22°C) on the bottom. 

Oceanic/Hollis Regulator Recall
Huish, the company that owns the premium Atomic 

brand, bought AUP’s Oceanic and Hollis brands last 
year . Among the inventory were Oceanic regulators 
with diaphragm first-stages including the CDX, EDX, 
FDX10, and FDXi, plus Hollis regulators with dia-
phragm first-stage types DC7, DC3, DC1, DC2,  
and DCX .

Now, a serious problem 
has been discovered, and 
Huish has issued a voluntary 
recall .

If you have any of these 
models purchased since 
October 1, 2017, don’t use 
them and return them to 
your dealer for an upgrade . 

Furthermore, if you have 
any of these models and 
had it serviced between 
October 2017 and May 
2018, it, too, should not be used and returned to your 
dealer for an upgrade .

A source within Huish told Undercurrent, the com-
pany employed a new high-pressure valve seat made of 
a similar material used in Atomic regulators, but when 
tested on an ANSTI machine, they discovered that in 
certain cases it severely restricted airflow when tank 
pressure dropped below 500 psi (35bar) . That part 
needs to be replaced by an alternative modified-design 
balance-pin . 

Huish ways they have not heard of any user suffer-
ing any ill effect, although the U .S . Consumer Product 
Safety Commission announcement says there is “a risk 
of drowning .”

For more information go to 
https://recall.oceanicworldwide.com

https://recall.oceanicworldwide.com
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While our guide diligently looked for small things, most of us were 20 feet (6m) 
above him, trying to stay warm above the thermocline.

Speaking of staying warm, the three showers on the stern, down a few steps 
from the dive deck, where the ocean surged in and out, were heaven, with warm to 
hot water and great pressure. In fact, that’s where I took most of my showers, 
after attempting a couple in my cabin with little pressure and either cold water 
(try #1) or scalding water (try #2). 

My least favorite dive was at Cirujano One 
(surgeon in Spanish). The visibility was poor, with 
mostly surge and funky currents. Small schools of 
barracuda swam, and a couple of nudibranchs slogged 
along the rock. After 40 minutes I got cold and 
bored, so I floated above my buddy, willing him to 
look up at me, but he zoomed off when he thought he 
lost me. Trying to follow the group’s mass of bub-
bles from a shallower depth for a couple of minutes, 
I gave up and headed to the sunlight. 

Midway through the week, two park skiffs took 
those who wished on a pounding one-hour ride to 
Corcovado National Park. During a ¾-mile loop, I 
spotted plenty of birds, raccoon-like coatis, and 
capuchin monkeys, along with hundreds of tiny crabs 
on the beach. If someone didn’t want to do this 
tour, there was no dive to replace it. Another 
afternoon, those interested were taken to a beach on 
nearby Caño Island for an hour.

They offered no night dives, even though 
Aggressor’s “Know Before You Go” section on their 
website said there would be three. On board, I was 
told night dives had been ruled out by the park 
system two years ago. I can understand why, given 
the surge and low visibility, but why does the 

Aggressor maintain this fiction on its website? To make up for no night dives plus 
missing a dive for the tour, we did an optional fourth dive the second-to-last 
day, at Bajo de Diablo. As soon as I descended, I started laughing. The visibility 
was about 10 feet, just like our local quarry! However, I spent an interesting 
dive looking in little holes, spying tiny mantis shrimp, lots of tube blennies, 
two lobsters, a school of mullet, and a small school of jacks -- at least I can’t 
see those things in a quarry. 

Most dive sites were on the 
west side of Caño, and Bajo de 
Diablo was where we did the most 
dives -- five -- I assume due to 
current, surge, and visibility 
issues. There were always sharks 
and rays, schooling jacks, some-
times mobulas, and lots of surge. 
The surge became fun if there 
was enough space, although I got 
flung into a couple of people with 
unexpected 15-foot (4.5m) surge a 
couple of times. 

So, this is no Cocos and no 
Socorro. With low visibility, Aerial view of Caño Island

Okeanos Aggressor II, 
Caño Island, Costa Rica

Diving – Experienced  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HHH

Diving – Beginners  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HH 
(Due to conditions)

Snorkeling  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . H

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

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

Services and attitude  . . . . . . . . .HHHHH 

Money’s worth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .HHHH
( . . . but only because of the low cost, the good 

food, and comfortable boat and crew .)

H = poor HHHHH= excellent

Worldwide scale
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surge, currents that seemed to go every which way, and cold, the diving was frus-
trating. It’s one trip I won’t be doing again. Thankfully, the Okeanos Aggressor 
is a comfortable craft with great deck showers, tasty food, a friendly all-male 
staff, a mostly congenial group of guests. And, by making every dive, I became an 
Iron Diver! 

PS: The night before we disembarked, three guests started feeling ill, and one 
spent her flight home vomiting into the plane’s air-sick bags. As a doctor, she 
figured the cause was most likely a norovirus (maybe brought back from the park 
tour?) or food poisoning. Not a fun way to end a dive trip.

-- J.R.S

Our undercover diver’s bio: Having been certified since the early ‘70s, I’ve logged about 3800 dives . While I 
hate the stress of travel, I buck up and love diving around the world . My best dives were in the ‘90s at Sipadan, when 
you were still allowed on the island, with showers in the jungle and sinks hanging on trees . I plan on diving until my 
last breath, even if I have to crawl into the water .

Divers Compass: Cost of trip: $2595 with a $200 Island Dreams 
discount www.divetrip.com. Aggressor has numerous discounts, see 
www.aggressor.com ... Nitrox: $100 for the trip. Park fee: $115 
cash at beginning of the trip. Credit cards are accepted ... The 
boat takes 22 guests; our trip had 21, all Americans ... Alcohol 
was available, beer and wine were complimentary.

When Giovanni DeGarimore went scuba diving 
in Fiji a few years back, he was astonished at the 
intelligence of an octopus . He came across a playful 
octopus, and, he says, “We played a game of hide 
and seek for 15 minutes under the ocean .” 

He knows his ocean critters, you see, because he 
is the owner of Giovanni’s Fish Market in Morro 
Bay . California . And when he got word that a local 
crab fisherman was selling a 70-pound cephalopod 
that he had hauled up in his crab pot, DeGarimore 
had a choice to make .

His livelihood depends on selling seafood, not 
releasing it, but he knew that he has had a change 
of heart about the noble octopus . “It’s just been a 
culmination of events through the last 10 years,” he 
said, which includes a flood of new research into the 
intelligence of the octopus — they are problem solv-
ers, they love to play, and, of course, they are master 
escape artists . 

Not only did he not want to financially reward 
the capture of octopuses; DeGarimore said he 
couldn’t bear the thought of a “beautiful animal” 
being cut up while still alive . He paid the fisherman 
a couple hundred dollars, and “Fred,” his new eight-

legged friend, temporarily took up residence at 
Giovanni’s Fish Market .

Fred’s  rescue appeared on his company’s 
Facebook page, which drew a massive and largely 
positive response .

So, on May 17, it was time for Fred to go home; 
DeGarimore released the octopus in a secure place, 
well away from risks in the bay such as sea lions .

DeGarmore said he would be happy “if my little 
contribution can make a bigger difference in the 
world .” That contribution includes no longer selling 
any octopus-related products on his website, which 
serves customers across the country .

“It’ll hit me in the pocket, but I’d rather stand 
for something,” he said .

 – from an article by Andrew Keeler in the 
San Luis Obispo TribuneNews

The Soul of an Octopus
A decade ago in a posh San Francisco restau-

rant, I was tempted to order the grilled Pacific 
octopus . But I didn’t, recalling that an octopus, by 
many counts, is smarter and more emotional than 

The Soul of a Fish Monger
the smartest critter spared from the grill

http://www.divetrip.com
http://www.aggressor.com
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many wise mammals, dogs included . I love spot-
ting an octopus whipping across a reef, changing 
shapes and colors faster than I can track . So not 
wanting to be party to the death 
of such a remarkable creature, I 
stopped eating octopus . And hav-
ing just read Sy Montgomery’s 
new book, The Soul of an Octopus: A 
Surprising Exploration into the Wonder 
of Consciousness (it was a finalist for 
the 2015 National Book Award for 
Nonfiction), I’m all for taking it 
off everyone’s menu . This animal 
belongs in a Head Start class, not a 
sushi restaurant .

Montgomery spends months at 
Boston’s New England Aquarium, 
where several staffers school her in 
the complexity and personalities of 
several individual octopuses . (Yes 
indeed, they differ in personali-
ties as much as you and I differ .) 
As they eye her every move, wrap-
ping their arms around her arms so their suckers 
can taste her to identify her, she learns that they 
befriend some attendants, but not others, for whom 
they show their disaffection by shooting water, bit-
ing, trying to drag them into their tanks, or just 
hiding away . If you’re a friend, they’ll play with toys 
you put in the water — one used her water spout 
to drive a float around the tank many times — and 
embrace you softly . She watches the octopuses’ end-
less color and pattern changes, learning that red 
is excitement and white is relaxation, while rolling 
patterns confuse their prey, making them easy to 
strike . And she searches for escapees, who have 
squeezed through impossible cracks in their tanks 

to slide into other tanks to hunt dinner .

To observe octopuses in the wild, Montgomery 
scuba dives in Cozumel and Tahiti . While her 

octopus encounters are fascinat-
ing, you will shake your head at 
her diving problems . In the most 
touching chapter, Montgomery visits 
the Seattle Aquarium for Octopus 
Blind Date Night, an annual event 
where two octopuses, in full view 
of onlookers and TV cameras, are 
put into a single tank . The hope is 
they will mate, but they may ignore 
each other, or one may even kill 
the other and devour it . You’ll be 
captivated by Montgomery’s beauti-
ful description of octopus love, and 
because mating is a prelude to their 
deaths, the aquarium releases them 
into Elliott Bay with accompanying 
divers, who track how each octopus 
searches for a home and settles in, 
the female protecting her eggs until 

they hatch .

I guarantee you’ll finish this book in absolute 
awe of the octopus, perhaps even encouraged to 
volunteer at your local aquarium to get backstage to 
meet and greet the real creatures . I also suspect that 
you’ll never eat an octopus again . And if you do, 
well, shame on you .

To purchase the 262-page hardbound book, go 
to www.undercurrent.org/UCnow/bookpicks.shtml, 
and our profits will be donated to organizations 
working to save the oceans .

–  Ben Davison, reprinted from Undercurrent 
January 2016

Three divers were arrested on April 4th in the 
town of Geoje, South Korea for scuba diving after 
dark without safety equipment such as BCs, near 
a breakwater and dock . Scuba diving is prohibited 
from 30 minutes after sunset until 30 minutes 
before dawn,  probably enforced as a national secu-
rity measure given its bellicose northern neighbor . 
Reader Vaclav Pisko (Forest Hills, NY) reminded us 
that the North Koreans tried to infiltrate the South 
in a tiny plastic submarine .

Tony Street (Buffalo, NY) told us that during 

the early 1970s, while working in Jeddah, Saudi 
Arabia, a group of his colleagues decided to go 
diving off the shore one night . Not realizing they 
were required to notify the police of such an activ-
ity, they were arrested as they came ashore (all 
dressed in black rubber) and thrown in jail, where 
they festered in their damp wetsuits until a couple 
of days later, when a U .S . Embassy official, making 
a routine check for misbehaving Americans, discov-
ered them . They were threatened with deportation 
and told they were lucky not to have been shot as 
terrorists .

Do You Want Diving Regulated?
some countries do have statutes

http://www.undercurrent.org/UCnow/bookpicks.shtml
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Americans — especially scuba divers — hate to 
be regulated, but the regulation of scuba diving is 
common in many countries . In the UK, for exam-
ple, diving instructors are subject to regulations that 
specify their instructor certification; they must pass 
an annual medical examination by an approved 

doctor; they must prepare a risk assessment for each 
different dive site used; an oxygen therapy unit 
must be at the waterside, and instructors must carry 
a redundant second air source . The government 
investigates casualties and will prosecute if rules 
have been broken . Liability releases have no value 
in English law . 

France Has Strictly Enforceable Laws
Florine, a female French dive travel writer and 

blogger (www .worldadventuredivers .com), sent 
Undercurrent a guide to the regulations affecting 
French divers, which put the responsibility for what 
happens on a dive squarely onto the shoulders of a 
designated Dive Director . (The liability release does 
not exist in French law .)

Divers are accorded maximum depths allowed, 
subject to certification and the say-so of the Dive 
Director . At any time, coast guards can come and 
stop a dive boat, view everyone’s dive computer to 
check the maximum depth of each diver and com-
pare it with the roll . If anyone went below their 
authorized depth, the Dive Director is held respon-
sible and can be fined .

Divers also are required to hold an up-to-date 
medical certificate signed by their doctor to say they 
are fit to go diving . French sport law applies not 
only in France, but in all French territories in the 
Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, and the Pacific .

We noted in our November issue that Quebec 
was unique in North America in regulating diving 
Undercurrent (November  2017), and we asked our 
readers what they thought about that . After all, we 
hear too often of out-of-practice divers embarking 
on guided dives that are beyond their ability, often 
with tragic outcomes . How would you feel if simi-
lar regulations were brought into force where you 
intend to dive? The responses were mostly predict-
able .

Richard Lunsford (Hopkinsville, KY) wrote to say 
that people have a choice . They can have liberty, 
and own their choices and consequences, on the 
condition they let others do the same . Or they can 
have onerous nanny-state regulations and “perhaps 
Big Brother might tuck you in safe at night .” He 
preferred the first option . Although he understood 
freedom isn’t entirely free and wrote, “There’s the 
inevitable body count as a cost of that .”

Charlie Watkins (Princeton, NJ) was opposed to 
ongoing certification requirements based on how 
often someone dived, and such requirements would 
undoubtedly lead him and his partner to leave the 
sport . He thought to have “arbitrary governmentally 
imposed criteria determine whether someone was 
fit to dive independent of intrinsic training, experi-
ence, skill and fitness levels would be inappropriate 
and more than unwelcome .”  But, one must ask, 
what about driver’s licenses?  Unlike an automobile 

An unskilled diver puts rescuers at risk

Tulsa Diver Bent in Cozumel Gets Insurance Shock
The real test of any insurance policy comes when 

it’s necessary to file a claim, as Tulsa diver Dewayne 
Givens recently discovered . On a diving trip to 
Cozumel with his wife to celebrate their 24th wedding 
anniversary, Dewayne, a diving instructor, got a bends 
hit on his sixth dive of the trip and became paralyzed 
from the waist down . He was rushed to the Cozumel 
chamber at the local hospital to undergo recompres-
sion therapy .

After the treatment, his insurance carrier, 
Community Care, balked at giving the hospital a 
guarantee for the $22,000 hyperbaric treatment . The 
hospital told Givens that he and his wife might be 
prevented from leaving Mexico if they did not pay 
their bill, in effect holding the couple hostage thanks 

to the inaction of their insurers . They had to stay an 
extra four days in Mexico, though we don’t know if it 
was because of the length of hyperbaric treatment or 
because of their insurer’s procrastination .

Unwilling to sit passively by, they contacted their 
Tulsa TV station, KRH-TV 2 and their Works For You 
problem-solving-service, and within 45 minutes, their 
insurance company ponied up all but $1,200 . They 
paid up and headed home . 

The Givenses learned that separate travel insur-
ance might have solved this without hassle, especially 
diver-oriented insurance such as that offered by DAN 
(the Divers Alert Network), which understands diving 
problems . 
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driver, an unskilled diver won’t kill another diver, 
but he does indeed put the rescuers at risk .

William Schlegel (Jefferson City, MO) seemed 
ambivalent about the whole idea and thought that it 
would be best if certifying agencies acted . It would 

discourage the intrusion of government; he notes 
the contradiction that those same certifying agen-
cies are doing their best to attract new customers 
by making certification as easy as possible . However, 
he points out that many busy dive centers, such as 
Anthony’s Key resort, require scores of divers daily 
to demonstrate basic skills such as mask clearing 
after signing up for a dive .

So that people don’t dive beyond their skills, 
Rick Tavan (Saratoga, CA) thinks he would support 
a regulation that made it an infraction to dive with-
out a recognized (private) certification sufficient for 
the dive activity pursued .

Veteran diver Ronald Fast, now 72, taught him-
self to scuba dive by reading books and practicing 
in a Michigan quarry, and later moved to California 
and dived Catalina Island as an adult . He told 
Undercurrent he was strongly opposed to any form of 
government regulation for the sport . He says if you 
want something screwed up, not to mention more 
expensive, just get the government involved . “We 
have been doing a good job of regulating ourselves 

for decades, and the sport has never been safer . So 
my advice to all who love the sport of SCUBA; tell 
the government to keep their paws off .”

Some thought the whole idea of regulation silly, 
because, as Jim Rogers (Silverdale, WA) pointed 
out, a logbook doesn’t prove anything . Quebec’s 
regulations state that scuba divers’ certificates must 
be renewed every three years, they must have a log 
showing at least 10 dives during that period, and an 
inactive diver must take a refresher course . 

Rogers says, “I have always found it funny how 
an industry with no regulatory agency tries to self-
regulate by depending on a document that the per-
son being regulated fills out voluntarily  himself or 
herself . Dive logs as proof of a dive are BS . A major-
ity of divers probably log real dives in the comfort 
of their rooms . The ten dives in three years require-
ment is laughable . That many dives in Key Largo 
over a three-year period in no way makes you quali-
fied [for example] to dive in Socorro or Cocos . 

“This is just a group of ‘oxygen-tank-using’ legis-
lators trying to regulate a sport they know nothing 
about . If you really want to regulate, drop the silly 
logbook, make it mandatory every three years with a 
written test and every five years demonstrating skills . 
This would, of course, require hiring knowledgeable 
people [to administrate the tests] .”

Well, while we might see a bit of merit to this, 
one can be sure it will never happening, at least not 
in the U .S .

– Ben Davison

Some thought the whole idea silly

Alarmed at the vast amount of single-use plastic 
used to package new diving equipment, Undercurrent 
wrote to the major diving equipment manufactur-
ers including AP Diving, Aqualung, Cressi, Halcyon, 
Huish, Mares, Scubapro, Seac, and TUSA to ask 
them if they had plans to reduce the excessive the 
amount of plastic packaging .

We do know that a least two small British manu-
facturers are taking the lead . Fourth Element is 
ramping up with biodegradable packaging . And 
AP Diving’s operations manager, David Jackson, 
says their “larger products, such as rebreathers and 
BCDs, already have a reusable storage/shipping con-
tainer or just a shipping box, and no plastic wrap-
ping . Small products and kits packaged in single-use 

Plastic Packaging and the Diving Industry
do the big manufacturers care enough?

Picture by Saeed Rashid
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blister packs or poly bags are being transferred over 
to biodegradable bags, or in some cases, no packag-
ing at all . There will always be a requirement for 
environmentally sealed containers, especially for 
things like sensors, absorbents, filters and oxygen 
service items .”

Eileen Schluter, 
marketing manager 
at Johnson Outdoors, 
told us that Scubapro 
was tackling the prob-
lem . “We do have some 
sustainable packaging 
already in place (non-
plastic and/or reusable) 
and plans to eliminate 
the plastic even more 
(not only product pack-
aging, but also shipping 
packaging)  .  .  . I really 
love this subject and 
think our industry has a 
major responsibility, not 
only to address the issues, 
but to change our ways .”

For Mares and SSI, Stefan Michel replied, “We 
will launch a program in July to our distributors 
and direct countries in which we kick off an ini-
tiative to avoid unnecessary plastic in packaging 
and move many of our actual packaging solutions 
towards reusable packaging solutions and cartons 
with water-based printing . Overarching theme is to 
reduce 70% of unnecessary plastic, since we are cel-
ebrating 70 years of Mares in 2019 .”

So, there is some movement to reduce excessive 
plastic problems, but apparently it’s an uncomfort-
able issue to many manufacturers, because several 
failed to reply to our many requests . We have yet to 
hear from Aqualung, Cressi, Halcyon, Huish, Seac 
or TUSA, although Aqualung has promised to get 
back to us . Does this mean they don’t care? Do you 
care?

Subscriber Michael Buttram (Marietta, GA) 
suggested, “Perhaps instead of plastic bags, they 
could package gear in nylon mesh bags, with a note 
encouraging customers to use them to collect trash 
they find below the waves .”

Europe Steps Up
The Mediterranean is in more trouble than the 

rest of the world’s seas and oceans, thanks to plastic 
pollution . Only holding one percent of the world’s 
water, it now contains seven percent of all micro-
plastic . Summer tourism increases marine pollution 

by 40 percent, which includes such items as plastic 
bags and straws and wet wipes . Ghost fishing nets, 
an ever-present danger to fish and divers, are being 
tracked down and removed by teams from organiza-
tions such as Healthy Seas and Ghost Fishing, sup-
ported by Cousteau Divers .

 While single-use 
plastics aren’t on the 
radar of the American 
government — sadly, 
not much in the way 
of environmental pres-
ervation is these days 
— the European Union 
has proposed an out-
right ban for member 
nations . 

What You Can Do
As a diver, reject 

single-use plastic wher-
ever you come across 
it . Leave unnecessary 

plastic wrappers at your 
dive store and tell them why . At resorts and on live-
aboards, refuse plastic drinking straws, single-use 
plastic and Styrofoam cups and water bottles . Reuse 
plastic cutlery . Reject soap wrapped in plastic and 
avoid Saran food wrap . And you can take endless 
other actions . You know the problem .  Become part 
of the solution .

Many liveaboards and dive resorts are eliminat-
ing single-use plastic because they see the results of 
its misuse first-hand . Thank them for it and note 
what they have done — or have not done — when 
you file your next reader report . 

Mission 2020
Driven by the British manufacturer, Fourth 

Element, Mission 2020 is collecting pledges from 
diving organizations to change their business prac-
tices to help protect and preserve our oceans . With 
a primary focus on single-use plastic, the project sets 
ambitious short-term targets of changes to be made 
before World Oceans Day 2020 .

So far, several companies have pledged to reduce 
or eliminate single-use plastic from the packaging 
of products by that date: Fourth Element, Halcyon, 
Aqua Lung UK, AP Diving, Shearwater, and 
Subgravity . Dive-Rite promises to reduce the use of 
single-use plastic by half . www.mission2020.org

Discarded plastic from a few new wetsuits

http://www.mission2020.org
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We’ve written before about the dangers in 
Discover Diving experiences, in which an instructor 
takes people with no dive experience underwater . 
Too often, only one instructor is in the water, so if 
the instructor must aid a participant and take him 
or her to the surface, the other participants are left 
alone . Adding another instructor would increase the 
cost substantially so the single-instructor business 
model prevails .

In 2015, a British tourist, Bethany Farrell, 23, her 
friend, Melissa Clark, and a Chinese tourist, Can 
Xu, were undergoing a Discover Scuba Diving expe-
rience sponsored by Wings Diving Adventures in the 
Whitsunday Islands in Queensland, Australia . When 
they entered the water with PADI instructor Fiona 
McTavish, the visibility was less than two feet (0 .5m) . 

Apparently, early in the dive, McTavish took Can 
Xu back to the surface, where she left her to wait 
for the group’s boat, leaving the other two at depth 
before she rejoined them . 

Then, with the two newbies, McTavish swam 
backward facing them, as is common practice with 
Discover Scuba Diving experiences . To get her 
bearing, she turned around for 10 seconds, then 
turned back, only to discover Bethany was missing . 
McTavish took her remaining charge, Clark, to the 
surface before searching for the missing student . 
After an hour, she located Bethany’s body in 36 feet 
(11m) of water, beyond the planned route .

There were other training groups in the water, 
and an initial investigation into Bethany’s death in 
2017 suggested that Bethany Farrell had become 
separated from her instructor when they became 
entwined with another group underwater . A crew-
member on Blue Horizon, another boat in the area, 
said he saw Bethany briefly at the surface, probably 
waving her arms in distress . Her dive computer later 
revealed that she could have been at the surface for 
as much as 40 seconds before losing buoyancy and 
drowning .

Wings Diving Adventures was fined AU$160,000 
for general supervisory failings . Alexander Michael 
Keyte, director of Wings Diving Adventures, wept 
and apologized in court as he defended his com-
pany’s safety procedures .

The inquest heard that the accepted common 
practices of many dive companies may be at odds 
with what is prescribed by training manuals and 
regulations . A nonmandatory code of practice 
recommends teaching introductory divers how to 
ascend in an emergency . A separate training manual 
recommends teaching divers how to operate a BCD . 
Neither of these had been touched on in the brief 
training session before Bethany’s death .

And, of course, the real problem is that with 
only one instructor in the water, when a neophyte 
diver is in trouble, the others, most likely on their 
first underwater experience with no training, get 
left behind . As the Mail Online reported, “PADI said 
the instructor would have been allowed to take four 
students to a maximum depth of 40 feet (12m) .” A 
spokesman added that discretion should be exer-
cised, saying: “This is in ideal conditions with really 
good students .”

To conclude the inquest, the coroner recom-
mended:

• There should be a maximum introductory diver-
to-instructor ratio of 2:1, or 1:1 in poor condi-
tions (such as current, visibility or surface chop) .

• The term “resort dive” should be renamed “intro-
ductory dive .”

• Instructors should always be within arm’s length 
of introductory divers and link arms if conditions 
are poor .

• Elementary dive skills, including mask-clearing, 
regulator-clearing, regulator-recovery, buddy-
breathing, BC inflate/deflate, and emergency 
weight-belt dropping should be taught until 
competence is demonstrated, within a controlled 
environment such as a swimming pool .

• Dive-groups should be staggered and their routes 
determined to avoid interactions under water .

• Diving instructors have the final decision on 
whether a dive proceeds or is terminated — not 
the tour operator or skipper, who could be influ-
enced by commercial considerations .

• Fins must have “Fin Safe”-style retainer strap .

Discover Scuba Diving Course Leads to Fatality
a single instructor is not enough 

Accepted common practices of many dive 
companies may be at odds with what 
is prescribed by training manuals and 
regulations
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• If any diver becomes separated, all divers in a 
group must immediately surface and inflate their 
BCs, even though it is an emergency ascent .

• The relevant Code of Practice should be man-
dated as the minimum standard for operations, 
rather than being “guidelines” — to be consid-
ered within six months .

Undercurrent Comments:
In 2013, we carried an article by Bret Gilliam, a 

47-year veteran of the professional diving industry, 
who founded the TDI and SDI training agencies as 
well as serving as Chairman of the Board for NAUI in 
1994-95 .  We asked him to comment on this death .

*   *   *
This 2015 fatality during a DSD (Discover Scuba 

Diving) program was a tragedy waiting to happen . 
The visibility was absurdly restricted at less than two 
feet, making it virtually impossible for the instructor 
to observe the participants continuously, under the 
requirements for “direct supervision .” By definition, 
this requires the instructor to be within the range of 
visibility and within sufficient proximity to students 

to intervene immediately and stabilize them should 
a problem occur . 

It’s tough enough for many students to manage 
initial stressors when scuba diving the first time . 
Typical issues include problems equalizing pressure 
in the ears during descent, mask clearing, buoyancy 
control, multi-tasking other skills, perceived threats 
from unfamiliar marine life encounters, etc . Then 
add visibility less than an arm’s length, and you have 
a recipe for pending disaster . A student can disap-
pear instantly and without warning . In this instance, 
the limited visibility made the dive site unsuitable 
for DSD activity, and when one student was sepa-
rated, the instructor couldn’t find her, and she 
drowned .

And that, my friends, is the heart of the issue: 
separation of the instructor and student . Once that 
takes place, supervision has ceased, and a myriad 
of stressors will escalate on the student with no 
one to make contact and stabilize the situation 
safely and immediately . My article in Undercurrent in 
March 2012, addressed these identical issues: “The 

Discover Scuba Diving Programs: Here’s Where the 
Deaths Happen .” (https://goo.gl/jKLwhe)

Resort courses, as they were once called, were 
introduced around 1970 or so in the Caribbean . 
My company, V . I . Divers Ltd ., located on St . Croix 

in the Virgin Islands, ran thousands of these 
courses annually with an unblemished safety 
record, as did virtually all other dive operations 
of the era . 

The biggest difference between then and 
today is that we always conducted such training 
with a minimum of two instructors supervising 
the participants . If a problem developed, one 

instructor handled the student who needed help, 
while the other supervised the remaining divers . It 
was a simple matter of common sense . Separation 
is very much a predictable problem, and so are the 
stressors that students experience that triggered the 
anxiety reactions . The key is constant visual supervi-
sion and prompt response and intervention . 

Sadly, many training agencies today have not cre-
ated standards that effectively meet and address the 
obvious dangers and how best to manage the risk . 
Even with only two students, common sense would 
dictate two instructors, because if one student were 
to panic and begin an uncontrolled ascent, how can 
a single instructor manage the student still on the 
bottom and attend to the one ascending? You can’t . 

I urge readers to review the original article that 
essentially predicts exactly the sort of accident 
suffered by Bethany Farrell . I’m not sure what 
happened to common sense and a sense of situ-
ational awareness within the training agencies… 
but it’s hard to find today in many cases, and no 
proactive remedies have come forward despite the 

Our 10,000th Reader’s Report
When Masako Satake (FL) wrote her review of the 

Atmosphere Resort at Dumaguete in the Philippines, 
she had no idea that it would be the 10,000th  
Reader Report published by Undercurrent . She wins 
a two-year subscription to Undercurrent and a copy 
of KL Smith’s eco-thriller, Tropical Ice, signed by the 
author . 

Satake is a long-time subscriber to Undercurrent 
dating back more than a decade .  We indeed appreci-
ate her long-time membership .  It’s subscribers like 
her who keep us advertising-free, alive and well .

So get reporting your trips . It’ll soon be time 
for the 11,000th . You can read Satake’s report here: 
https://goo.gl/dFxkdC 

If one student were to panic and begin an 
uncontrolled ascent, how can a single instructor 
manage the student still on the bottom and 
attend to the one ascending? You can’t . 

https://goo.gl/jKLwhe
https://goo.gl/dFxkdC
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history of effective protocols that maximized safety 
and a long record of success going back nearly five 
decades .

It really isn’t rocket science … there are practical 

codes of conduct that are overwhelmingly obvious 
… at least to some of us who  embraced the resort 
course business models at the origin and imple-
mented effective protocols .

Reminiscing about Being Adrift at Sea
 two divers lucky to have made it

Each year on April 20, New Zealand divers Garry 
Ham and Kevin Sim get together for a few drinks 
and fish and chips . This year, for the 21st time, the 
two met up again, reminiscing about the time they 
survived 27 hours floating in the Cook Strait . 

It was an ordinary morning on April 20, 1997, 
when they hit the water . The sun was shining, and 
the conditions in the Queen Charlotte Sound 
were optimal for catching crayfish . 

Ham was one of the first of 10 divers off the 
boat, armed with a bag to store his catch . It seemed 

like an ordinary dive . He caught some crays and 
lost sight of his dive buddy . Nothing unusual . After 
half an hour, when he realized he was running low 
on air, he signaled to Sim that he was heading up . 
But as the pair reached the surface, they realized a 
tidal rip had dragged them about 50 meters from 
the boat .

Sim blew up his safety sausage to get the atten-
tion of the boat crew, but the sun was shining 
directly at their target, limiting visibility . “As far as 
we could see, no one could see us,” Ham said . 

The two were ‘bobbing up and down” while they 
continued to drift away, helplessly . “We were just 
floating farther and farther out, but at the same 
time there were another five sets of divers in the 
water, and the boat couldn’t start searching until all 
those other divers came up .” 

About 11 .30 a .m, before Search and Rescue was 
notified, Ham said, “We were getting a long way 
out . We just stuck together, and we could see the 
boat searching for us . They do circles — and the 
circles get bigger and bigger— but we were outside 
that radius all the time . We could see planes and 
helicopters flying over the top of us and going to 
the area where we first dived .” 

The last time they saw a boat heading toward 
them was probably about 3 .30 p .m ., Ham said . 
“They were heading straight for us, and we thought 
they had spotted us . We could see someone stand-
ing up on the top, and then they just stopped, 
turned around and took off .” 

I remember thinking ‘why have they turned 
around?’ I couldn’t believe it,” Sim said .

 Ham said he was just trying to keep it together . 
“I believed that they were going to find us . You 
expect they are going to be there; they are going 
to be searching, they are going to find you eventu-
ally .” 

As the sun started to set, the conditions in the 
Cook Strait were calm . Sim said, “It was dark, and 
I thought ‘oh well, we’re here for the night .’ I 
thought ‘how many people have spent the night 
out here and got away with it?’ but I tried to avoid 
those thoughts and just carried on .” 

The pair found some driftwood floating and 
decided to latch themselves to it . “We discussed if 
it got really rough we could clip our vests together, 
but we didn’t need to do that because we were 
holding onto this log,” Ham said . However holding 
onto the log proved difficult as it kept spinning, 
forcing the two to regrip continually . “We would try 
and kick every now and then to loosen up our legs, 
to try and stop us from falling asleep,” Ham said .

 They started to get dehydrated and were work-
ing tirelessly on an empty stomach . The only food 
they had were the crays they had caught earlier . But 
they didn’t eat them . Slowly came the realization 
they would be stuck out at sea all night . 

They had started drifting quite far . Lights 
from Mana Island were visible, and the two 
contemplated swimming there . 

Then the storm hit . Heavy rain hammered their 
faces . They weren’t sure how long it lasted; they 
began to lose track of time . 

“You just carry on floating  .  .  . there’s not 
much you can do .”
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Ham said, “We started talking about our fami-
lies, the things we had done early in life . Kevin had 
lived in Australia and so had I, so we talked about 
that and motorbikes . But not in an ‘I’m going 
to die’ way . I never thought about dying because 
we weren’t hurt . We knew where we were and we 

were quite buoyant because I had a dry suit on and 
Kevin had a new wetsuit on . Then you have your 
BCD, so you’re not going to sink .”

The two did have a moment of panic, however, 
when they spotted a fin in the water . Much to their 
relief, it turned out to be a dolphin . And, they 
were also greeted by a seal during the night, which 
seemed to be as startled by them as they were by it .

There were dashes of hope throughout the 
night . Ham had blown up his safety sausage and put 
his torch inside it to create a signal to capture the 
attention of the fishing and passenger boats . A ferry 
started heading toward them, but their hopes were 
doused as Ham’s torch went out . 

“They turned the boat around to come toward 
us, but my torch got wet, so that was an end to 
that,” he said . “You just carry on floating  .  .  . there’s 
not much you can do .”

The two were hit by another, much more fero-
cious storm during the night . “Kevin had a snorkel 
so he could breathe, but I didn’t have one, so a lot 
of the time I was actually breathing in salt water,” 

Ham said . “I did feel sick in the guts at one stage,” 
he said .

And trying to stay awake was a “bit of a battle,” 
Sim said .

They weren’t sure how long the storm lasted, but 
by the time the sun rose, it was a beautiful day . With 
a renewed sense of hope, they were confident there 
would be lots of people out looking for them . They 
soon realized “there was nothing .”

“The first couple hours we were waiting for some-
thing but nothing was happening and that’s when 
I decided to start swimming away, and I found I was 
sort of gaining ground,” Ham said . After a couple of 
hours swimming, Ham spotted a boat coming from 
the North Island .

“I saw the boat go past and I could see the 
people on the back of the boat, and I’m sure they 
were just having a cup of coffee, and I blew up my 
safety sausage . They got about 100 to 200 meters in 
front of me, and one of them spotted my safety sau-
sage, something different out of the water, and they 
came back to investigate, and that’s when they came 
across me,” Ham said .

It was a feeling of absolute “elation,” he said . 
“I was pretty excited because if that boat had gone, 
there was nothing else around .

“I got on the boat, and they were all old retired 
blokes coming over to the Marlborough Sound to go 
fishing for the day, and the first thing they gave me 
was a dried fruit cake and a cup of coffee,” he said .

Meanwhile, Sim was still out at sea . After spot-
ting him, they picked him up, and the crew on the 
boat radioed Search and Rescue, telling them they 
had found the missing divers . All the while, Search, 

 Blubber For SEALs and Penguin Feathers
Carrying out missions in Arctic waters of less than 

50°F (10°C), U .S . Navy SEALs needed a wetsuit that 
would enable them to survive underwater longer than 
they now can . The Defense Department and MIT 
researchers came up with a radical new system emulat-
ing the blubber of seals and combining the pockets of 
air trapped in the feathers of penguins . They devel-
oped a simple coating for existing wetsuits that can 
triple the survival time for the diver wearing them .

The process involves placing the thick neoprene 
wetsuit inside a pressure chamber with a heavy inert 

gas (xenon or krypton) for 20 hours, which displaces 
the trapped air in the integral bubbles of neoprene . 
It results in a wetsuit with the lowest heat transfer of 
any wetsuit made, but after treatment, it must be kept 
in a sealed bag until it is used and retreated again for 
further use .

The next step is to find some way to make a long-
term, stable version of the neoprene, perhaps by 
bonding a protective layer over it . Someday, perhaps, 
it will be available to sport divers — certainly a wel-
come addition to warm diving .

Kevin had a snorkel so he could breathe, but 
I didn’t have one, so a lot of the time I was 
actually breathing in salt water,”
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Flotsam & Jetsam
Indonesia’s Maluku Divers Closes. Due to a long 

running legal dispute over land ownership, Maluku 
Divers in Ambon has closed its doors . The owners 
say all deposits for the 2018/19 bookings will be 
refunded . In their emails, they describe the injustice 
they felt after losing their investment in buildings, 
jetty construction and dive facilities since 2009 and 
are “devastated at how it has ended .”

Don’t Take a Powder, says TSA. Like to carry 
your own coffee with you on a dive trip? Bring 
home a bag or two of Indonesian spices? Maybe 
some beach sand? You must now pack them in your 
checked luggage, and not in your carry-on . New TSA 
regulations are in effect on flights into the U .S ., and 
foreign airport agents will now scrutinize flyers with 
more than 12 ounces of any powder — that includes 
cosmetics — or powder-like substance in their carry-
on bags . If they have any doubts about the powder, 
it may be confiscated — and so may you if make a 
smart-ass remark .

Oman Aggressor Poll. Once again the MV Oman 
Aggressor proved unreliable, and this time it was the 
Schindlers from Tuscon, AZ, who suffered disap-
pointment, despite initial emails confirming that the 
departure would be going ahead . We asked if the 
Aggressor’s offer of a $500 voucher plus flight and 
hotel cancellation fees was an adequate response for 
canceling this trip three months before departure? 
Approximately 66 percent of Undercurrent readers 
who voted thought the Schindlers were adequately 
compensated. 

Interested in Algorithms? We touched on the 
operational practicalities of using different diving 
computer algorithms in last month’s Undercurrent 
(June 18) . If you want to read more about the sub-
ject, go to  https://goo.gl/QnsVWg  Note the com-
ment: “Divers should make themselves aware of the 
operational implications of a dual-algorithm com-
puter .”

The USA’s First Underwater Museum. The 
National Geographic reports on the Underwater 
Museum of Art, located off Grayton Beach, Walton 

County, FL, which features two-ton underwater 
sculptures of ecologically sound material for divers 
to admire . Doubling as artificial reefs, the museum 
spans an acre about three-quarters of a mile off-
shore at a depth of 60 feet (18m) and rivals statue 
collections at Cancun and Lanzarote . The creations, 
resting on the ocean floor, include an homage to 
Frenchman Jacques Cousteau, a hollow pineapple, 
a skull and an amorphous octopus, all designed to 
encourage coral growth, attract schools of fish and 
shellfish colonization, but it will take a few years for 
that to develop . 

Wreck No Longer Off-Limits. The wreck of the 
MV Superior Producer, popular with divers visiting 
Curaçao, is open again after diving was banned for 
a year during the construction of the nearby Tula 
mega pier for cruise liners .

The Fog of War? A man was charged with 
attempted robbery in the heat of Mandurah, 
Western Australia, after he approached a shop 
worker while wearing a scuba hood and diving mask 
on June 5 . We’d like to know how he kept the mask 
from fogging up — or maybe that was the problem . 
He was in a newspaper and cigarette store . Not 
much of value there . 

and Rescue had been looking for bodies washed up 
along the shoreline .

Ham and Sim hopped on the Coastguard boat and 
were briefed on what was going to happen next . They 
bypassed the TV crews and crowds waiting for them 
at Picton marina and traveled back to Blenheim, 

Ham in a police car and Sim with his family . 

 Despite their harrowing ordeal, Ham and Sim 
remained committed divers . Within two weeks, they 
were back in the water .

 – From an article in the  
New Zealand Marlborough Express . 
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