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comfy boat, exciting diving, and COVID

Dear Fellow Diver,

It had been five years since my last trip to the
Galdpagos Islands (on another liveaboard), and I knew
that August conditions would be a lot colder since it
was traditionally a cool and rough time of year. Roger
that!

After a short ride to the first dive site -- diving
is exclusively from RIBs, rigid inflatables -- I back-
rolled in, and, negatively buoyant, I descended immedi-
ately because of the current. We were at Baltra Island
and a site known as Garbage Trash, a memento to when,
after WWII, the U.S. Navy left lots of trash behind (now
long gone). As soon as I hit the 69°F degree water, I
was cold -- but not as cold as I would be a few days
later. Though this first dive in low visibility was the
usual weight-check mess, where we also demonstrated basic
mask and regulator recovery skills to the DMs, I enjoyed
a few razor surgeonfish, lots of parrotfish (including
bumpheads), and whitetip sharks.

My trip, organized by a New York dive shop and run
by Reef and Rainforest, had 14 divers, all from the U.S.
We flew first to Quito, allowing an extra day in case
lost luggage
had to catch
up, which
was not a
problem. It
was my first
trip to
the Andean
capital
city (I'd
previously
flown in
and out of
Guayaquil on

Tiburén Explorer at anchor
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at an altitude of
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and it was breath-
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Distance to Panama City,
Miami, FL, Panama
1153 miles

trip to the airport from our old-city
hotels, it was a 2.5-hour flight to
Baltra. We disembarked at the world’s
first all-green airport, were met by
the boat crew, and made our way to a
jetty to board RIBs out to the boat.

Commissioned in 2020, the Tiburon
Explorer is beamy, 125 feet long, with
11 crew, 16 guests in 9 staterooms,
with a large salon, an upper deck with
hot tub, and décor reminiscent of the
glitz of a disco -- gold-painted trim,
flashy lighting, and white furniture;
tacky in fact. It’s something of a
disjunction if you are accustomed to
nautical interiors. The upper deck cabins boasted lots of windows, quite glorious;
cabins on the lower deck were roomier but less bright. Indeed, it’s a comfortable
craft, but I was disappointed John Travolta failed to appear.

GALAPAGOS ISLANDS,
ECUADOR

- Guayaquil,
Ecuador

o

After our Baltra dive, we dived nearby Mosquera Island and were turned loose
on Seymour Island for a walking tour with a ranger to view nesting frigate birds
and blue-footed boobies. The sun felt good! I also encountered lolling sea lions,
iguanas, and the comedy of the frigate bird males
displaying their bright red throats for the lady

birds’ delectation.
Tiburon Explorer;
After the walk, we began our l6-hour crossing J P 2
to Wolf and Darwin Islands -- it was rough, and I Galapagos ISlandS,
relied on.Bonine to prevent nausea -- waking the Ecuador
next morning at Wolf to clouds, rain, and rough o )
water. But that first dive set the tone for the Diving for beginners........... Don't go!
famed Wo}f and.Darwin diving: clouds of Pacific . Diving for experienced...... kkkkx
Creole fish, fine-spotted morays galore, lots of big
green turtles, sharks (more on them in a minute), Boat ..o *kkkk
and, best of all, dolphins above and below the ' Food oo Fhk kK
water. The 73°F water seemed balmy after our previ- ) )
ous dives. Service and Attitude.............. 0.0.0.0.¢
I
The crew —- all men —— was amazing. Diving is theﬁﬁjmnwymm“ﬁ ......... 0.0.0.0%
all in groups (no solo diving or night diving in (@muwﬁusmﬁaa&@ﬂ@andwehﬁa
these waters), and they even offered divers pri- dive)
vate guides at $100 per day. A diver traveling solo %o KKKk excell
and a family agreed for their peace of mind. Every = poor = exceflent
Galapagos dive guide is also a park ranger, sworn Worldwide scale
to protect the environment and a source of all kinds

of information. Head dive guide Daniel gave sev-
eral fascinating presentations on geology and shark
migration. He and Jonathan handled the briefings and alternated between guiding
groups one or two (or, as they styled us, Mantas and Galéapagos Sharks).

The large dive deck had more than sufficient storage in under-seat bins.
The cubbies and many outlets for charging next to the large camera table were
especially important (no in-cabin charging permitted), though the quality of the
charging strips was underwhelming. I found it odd that there was no rinse tank for



Your Trip Reports are the Lifeblood of Undercurrent

Don’t forget to submit a report of your dive trips Chapbook sent out to all members in December), which is
this year. You can be as hard-hitting or as complimen- easily searchable by any other subscriber. You can even
tary as you like, as long as you tell it like it is. That’s add photos if you wish. Divers need information not

because other Undercurrent subscribers refer to what you  only about the diving and safety. They need to know
write when deciding where to go next for a dive trip. So  about accommodations, the good and bad about the

tell all, and we’ll publish it. resort or liveaboard, and the food.
Your report joins more than 10,000 others in our Tell all and file your report
online database (and our annual Travelin’ Diver’s at www.undercurrent.org/SubRR.

our rubber, only for electronics. But, the crew washed out suits at the end of
each dive day as if they expected urinary continence from everyone.

For an extra $100 for the week, one could use aluminum 100s rather than the
80s. I chose a 100 for its slightly better buoyancy; I don’t use a lot of gas and
returned every time with well over 1000 psi. But I was glad for the padding. The
weights available were klunky - all increments of kilos (2.2 pounds), which did
not allow any fine-tuning (my buddy felt overweighted, and I suspect others did
as well). After gearing up, I walked across the deck and down to the panga, where
I was carefully helped in. Divers who wanted their tanks and BCDs pre-loaded were
cheerfully accommodated.

At Darwin’s Pillars (formerly Darwin’s Arch), the hits just kept on coming.
Our first dive there, a 7 a.m. entry, treated us to a parade of sharks in a rip-
ping current. I clung to a ledge at 52 feet and let the sensory assault delight me
as Galapagos and scalloped hammerheads cruised by, interspersed with barred snap-
per, leather bass, wrasse, and parrots. On a slightly deeper ledge, I rolled over
and let the view fill with the graceful, muscular undulating hammerheads. The next
dive was even more magical, with less current, allowing me to move gently with the
flow rather than cling to a rock. Huge schools of jacks surrounded us on our blue
swim to our safety stop, with massive 500+ pound yellowfin tuna streaking through
like missiles. I was rolling around in a sea of pure fish! The final dive at
Darwin included a whale shark, delighting the whale shark virgins.

So how cold was it? The water never got above 73°F, and later dives around
Fernandina and Isabela were a bone-chilling 61°F. I brought a 7mm steamer, two
polyolefin steamers,
two 3/5 hooded vests,
and a Venture heated
vest, and I wore all of
them at once! My buddy
dived in her drysuit,
and even she was cold
on some dives. I loaned
my Thermalution to one
slim, shivering diver,
and she was still
chilly. Several divers
were not very experi-
enced and seemed not to
notice the cold like us
older, more experienced
divers (is it their
anxiety? I was prepared
for colder-than-usual Twin cabin on the Tiburon Explorer
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conditions, but this exceeded my worst imaginings.) Clearly, the 2022 La Nina con-
ditions made things bitter. I checked my log from 5.5 years ago, and the coldest
I recorded then was 68°F. The outside air temperature didn’t help much -- it was
often cool and overcast, so sweatshirts and fleece were the order of the day.

By day two, the dive schedule had already fallen behind. Almost no dives left
on time -- the first was scheduled at 7 a.m. -- and I usually spent 15 minutes
waiting while fully geared up. Admittedly, getting everyone geared up and out
quickly is like herding cats, but the dive staff should have cracked the whip and
ensured we got all our scheduled dives. Our 19-dive trip became 18, and several
of the 18 were shortened because of time constraints. For a trip as expensive as
this, every dive is costly, and it hurts to lose a dive to poor time management by

the dive staff. I didn’t feel this rushed on previous trips; my buddy was here for
the fourth time, and she felt the same “hurry up and wait.”

As you can imagine, all this diving made everyone hungry. Every breakfast
included eggs cooked to order with mushrooms, onions, ham, peppers, or cheese,
French toast and pancakes, turkey bacon, yogurt, and lots of fresh fruit. Lunches
and dinners always included seafood (go figure!), like shrimp, calamari, octopus,
and fish -- sometimes fried, sometimes grilled, once as ceviche. There was always
a nonseafood option, usually beef, chicken, pork chops, and, once, a huge roast
turkey. A variety of pastas were often served; my favorite was flat pasta rolled
around a savory spinach core. Snacks, such as chicken wings, cheeses, and fruits,
were put out daily; I particularly loved the yucca puffs with honey. We ate at two
tables in the salon; from the buffet, the crew dished out portions too large for
many of us. It would save food if divers created their own plates. Beer, wine, and
simple cocktails were included; naturally, your first adult beverage signaled the
end of your dive day. After dinner, the nights were quiet, with some folks linger-
ing in the salon to edit their photos on their laptop, watch movies, or read.

A Heated Vest, an Essential Cold Water Item

Six years ago, I bought my first heated vest, a wear-
able, battery-powered Thermalution vest worn under
one’s wetsuit. It’s kept me warm on many dives where
the water temps were cold (wimp that I am, that’s
under 80°F). When planning my Galapagos trip, I want-
ed a newer heated vest, but Thermalution vests were
no longer available. A little internet research brought
me to Venture Heat (which I later learned had recently
taken over the Thermalution brand after its owner
died).

I ordered my Venture Heat Pro-V1 vest from Ocean
Quest Dive Centre in British Columbia, where owner
Greg McCracken took excellent care of me. And it was

prene hood, I'm plenty warm, especially if I dial up
the heat. By keeping my core warm, the heat seems to
extend to the rest of my body.

Below 68°F, it gets dicey. While diving in 61°F water
in Galapagos, my limbs were cold no matter how high
the heat on my core. Everyone has a different internal
thermostat, so you might do better.

Downsides: the battery packs left and right take
some getting used to. Thermalution’s were smaller
than Venture Heat’s, and were a little easier to wear
(but lasted less long). The Pro V-1 batteries are chunky
and leave bruises on the top of my hip bones (yes, I
am female) but are powerful and even on the highest

in Canadian dollars, so it was cheaper in $US!

Underwater heated vests are worn under one’s wet-
suit or hooded vest and use infrared heating panels on
one’s back (and in the case of Venture Heat, on one’s
chest as well). They are powered by rechargeable lith-
ium batteries that fit in pockets on the side of the vest
and are coupled to the heating elements with a neat
male-to-female dock.

How helpful are heated vests? In water above 68°F,
they answer well for me. As long as I'm wearing a neo-

setting, easily last for two dives. I've not had trouble
with the controllers, but it stands to reason that the
Bluetooth wrist control will fail at some point. The cost
is a downside — about $850 for a Venture Heat Pro V1 —
but amortize that over the cost of a few dive trips, and
it’s reasonable.

—AEL

PS: The Venture Heat Pro V-2 with smaller batteries
is expected later this year. www.ventureheat.com
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Five dive professionals linked to Scooba Shack and
Diver’s Den in Georgia have been found guilty of col-
laborating in a $4 million-plus scam to defraud the
Veteran’s Administration program that arranges scuba
diving training for military veterans.

Their submissions for dive training money misstated
the two schools’ compliance with VA regulations, stu-
dent attendance dates, and hours of instruction, among
other phony claims. They created fictitious scholarship
programs to make it seem that the required percent-
age of non-VA students had participated in classes. The
defendants had billed VA up to $20,000-plus for each
veteran student supposedly enrolled in their diving
classes.

Prosecuting attorney David H. Estes called the scope
and extent of the fraud “stunning.”

Between May 2018 and February 2022, Kenneth
Meers, 54, was a dive course director at Scooba Shack
in Savannah and Richmond Hill, Georgia, and became
a consultant to Diver’s Den in St. Marys. He prepared
Scooba Shack’s application and course catalog for VA
approval and developed Diver’s Den’s program, know-
ing that both contained false information. He also

Georgia Dive Store Operators Guilty of Bilking the Veteran’s Administration

directed the other defendants to create fake scholar-
ships to mask the percentage of students receiving VA
education benefits.

Meers pled guilty to conspiracy to commit wire
fraud, which carries a penalty of up to 20 years in jail as
well as substantial financial penalties.

Robert Lanoue, 63, and his wife Judith, 59, Scooba
Shack’s owners, pled guilty to making false and fraudu-
lent claims, as did their store manager, instructor, and
school certifying official, David Anderegg, 42.

Theresa Whitlock, 55, operator of Diver’s Den, serv-
ing as a school certifying official, also pled guilty to
making a false statement and providing false informa-
tion about the school’s diving programs, submitting
claims for tuition payments exceeding $1.1 million.

This case follows the April 2021 case of Tamara
Brown, of the Women Diver’s Hall of Fame, who
owned the Diver’s Academy International outside
Philadelphia, and was sentenced to 27 months in jail
and fined $50,000 for similar offenses.

Who would have thought that dive operators ran a
cauldron of fraud?

One anomaly about the cabins that I hope the company will address: despite
admonitions to conserve towels and water, there is almost no place to hang any-
thing! Each cabin had one small towel bar and one hook for two people. Come on,
install more towel bars and hooks, and make it easier for us to be good citizens!
Otherwise, the cabins were comfortable with lots of dry storage. Shampoo, condi-
tioner, and shower gel were by L’Occitaine, though oddly, there were no shower

caddies or places to put anything in the shower other than the floor.

I liked the

beds, and each cabin had a large flat-screen TV for accessing a library of movies
and documentaries. Every day, the staff left towel art -- from rays to swans -- on

our beds!

Possibly the loveliest dive of the trip was at Secret Caverns off Wolf Island.
I rolled in after 4 p.m., as the light was glowing, and, with torches alight,

we made our way into the cavern.

large green turtles snoozed. Marble rays glided by.

It was strewn with huge boulders, between which

I swam through a narrow open-

ing into a chamber where we surfaced and played our lights over its dome. Swimming
out of the cavern, with the light silhouetted against the triangular opening, was

like being reborn.

Our route included three days at Wolf and Darwin and three dive days at the

much colder southern sites of Baltra,
those equatorial sites five years ago,

Fernandina,
I lucked out with horn sharks and mola

and Isabela. When I dived at

molas. No such joy on this trip. At Punta Vincente Roca, where I’'d previously mar-

veled at mola molas at a cleaning station,
I swore to myself that I would never be

in pea-soup viz. Like Scarlett O'Hara,

I groped along miserably in 61°F water

cold like that again! Cabo Douglas off Isabela was nearly as cold, at 62°F, but

began with marine iguanas contentedly munching on algae,

one of those “only in

Galapagos” sights. Deeper, I enjoyed watching surreal red-lipped batfish waddle
along the sandy bottom. A wonderful spotted Pacific beakfish and harlequin wrasse




rounded out the sightings.

Our final dives at Cousins Rock
near Santiago Island were easier,
with 69°F water and decent viz. The
striated accretions of lava formed
ledges filled with black coral (yel-
low-green here), lots of fish, and a
handsome brown Pacific seahorse. The
rocks were gorgeous, like igneous
millefeuilles.

In September, one had to be
fully vaccinated to enter the
Galapagos Islands, and something was
lurking. Two divers had felt puny
for a few days. When they announced
they had tested positive for COVID,
I ran to my cabin to check myself.
After 2.5 years of dodging the COVID bullet, it got me. I isolated and refused
the land trip to see the giant tortoises, knowing that it necessitated a bus
ride, and watched “Ford V. Ferrari” in my cabin instead. My buddy told me the
tortoise trip was okay, but the time in Puerto Ayora was tedious, awash with
cheesy souvenir shops (think of tee shirts with slogans like “I like boobies”),
and the restaurant dinner close to inedible.

Scalloped hammerheads - a keynote species at Darwin

I'd brought Paxlovid, which I began right away. I didn’t feel very sick but
felt terrible about traveling home, knowing I was positive. I kept my N95 glued
to my face and distanced as well as possible but marveled at the unmasked around
me. Surely, I was not the only person traveling while sick. After I got home,
things degenerated. Bacterial pneumonia followed COVID, which was far worse.

I recovered, but the experience certainly changed how I felt about the trip.
Sometimes, a trip is so overshadowed by something -- like lost luggage, terrible
conditions, or in my case, COVID -- that it’s easy to lose sight of it.

In retrospect, however, this was a very good trip. The cold water, exacer-
bated by La Niha, couldn’t be helped; conditions are what they are. The boat is
roomier and more comfortable than most, the crew good, and the joy of being with

so many magnificent animals abides. Next time, I will probably choose a warmer
time of year. I just hope that the crew will tighten up their time management so
no one has to miss dives.

-- —AEL.

Authors Bio: Our writer, a retived university professor; has written for Undercurrent for almost 20 years. An
experienced diver (over 3700 logged dives), A.E.L. has dived all over the warm-water world.

Diver'’s Compass: Lots of American and European airlines serve
Quito. Flying to Guayaquil is also an option . . . . Regional
flights should be coordinated by a travel agent who knows the
area . . . . The airfare between the mainland and Galédpagos runs
several hundred dollars . . . . . The Quito airport hotel, the
Wyndham, is walking distance to the terminal . . . . An 8-day,
7-night trip on the Tiburon Explorer retails for $7,195; add a
few hundred for fuel surcharges, nitrox, rentals, Galédpagos entry

fee, and tips, and you’'re well over $8K . . . . Onboard satellite
internet is $140 for one device; it is strong enough only for
texting, WhatsApp audio calls, and light email . . . . U.S. dollars are welcome,

but bills no larger than $20 are preferred.



The Caribbean, Palau, Fiji and the Philippines

readers report and it’s not always plain sailing

Now that the world has opened once again for
divers, we’re hearing from a lot of members who
have been on the road and getting wet. From time
to time, we summarize a few significant reports to
alert you to good diving opportunities you might
not otherwise think about, as well as problems you
might encounter or places to avoid. Here are a few
highlights to consider as you plan your next trip.

A Good Place for Shore Diving

Do you want tropical shore diving only? Some
divers spend a week on Bonaire (a neighbor of
Aruba and Curacao) and never consider the shore
diving sites, which are filled with reef fish and
healthy coral. But shore diving is quite simple on
Bonaire, says Michael H. Howes (Burlington, ON).

“You rent a truck (from Hertz through your
hotel, or in some cases, it’s included if you stay at
Buddy’s or perhaps other resorts). You get as many
filled tanks as you like and drive around the island.
Each dive site is named on a rock at the road/lane
entrance. I found it unusual to be our own guides,
but it wasn’t an issue with a compass. Go against
the current to start and return with the current.
Go north and go south. Pretty easy. Getting in and
out over the rocks at Andreas was a challenge. We
drove the salt flats up to the northern park. It looks
like Arizona.” Bonaire’s a safe island, but don’t
leave anything locked in your vehicle; it may be

gone when you return. (buddydive.com)

And, of course, there are endless fine resorts
such as Bonaire’s Harbour Village, where a recent
incident reminded me of a Florida Keys tragedy
in the ‘90s when a diver was in the water during
a lightning storm. A bolt hit his tank, killing him
instantly. So, we were pleased when Clarkston
Parker (Kingsport, TN) reported that while diving
at Harbour Village Beach Club, in Kralendijk, “We
were headed out for the 2:00 p.m. dive. A lightning
strike fairly close resulted in our captain immedi-
ately terminating the dive and returning to port —a
decision our group supported, particularly dur-
ing the spectacular lightning storm that occurred
shortly after.”

Everyone hates to miss a dive, but a night dive
with ostracods (seed shrimp) made up for it. “We
all extinguished our dive lights, and the light show
was absolutely amazing. It was as if we were in our
own galaxy with strobing stars. Any opportunity
to experience this phenomenon should not be
missed!” (www.harbourvillage.com)

Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease Wreaks Havoc

While there’s a lot of interesting undersea life
throughout the Caribbean, Grand Cayman’s coral
is unfortunately suffering. Don Buswell-Charkow
(Anna Maria, FL) has been diving there since 1994

Apple must think diving means big business because
it has surprisingly entered the market. It’s making its
first step with its new $800-plus smartwatch that offers
an app that will allow the watch to function as a full-
fledged diving computer. To do so, it’s teamed with
Oceanic.

The Apple Ultra Watch, a version of its best-selling
smartwatch, uses an app provided by Huish Outdoors,
which owns the Oceanic brand and Pelagic+ algorithm.
It is intended for diving within the PADI recreational
limits (with nitrox or straight air); it uses the Buhlmann
ZHI-16 algorithm with gradient factors and mandated
deco stops when required, like most other diving com-
puters. Apple boosted battery life to 36 hours, and a
new 86dB siren might be helpful for divers needing to
attract attention at the surface. It’s intended for use to

The Apple Watch as a Diving Computer

a maximum depth of 131 feet.

Presumably, Apple cognoscenti will want the Apple
watch with the diving app, but they will pay a price.
While the app works in combination with your iPhone
and the cloud, it costs $79 a year, $10 per month, or $5
per day.

In comparison, an entry-level Oceanic Veo 2.0 div-
ing computer costs as little as $230. It can offer similar
diving features with only the additional cost of a battery
and O-ring replacement every two years.

If you're tempted to become an Apple diver, let us
note that some of Apple’s attempts at water-proofing ear-
lier iPhones have been reported as less than successful.

https://tinyurl.com/mvmdp7r8x
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and with Giles of Wall to Wall Diving since 2010, so
you know he loves that good operation.

However, he says of his August trip: “The state
of the coral is sad. Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease
(SCTLD) has wreaked havoc. In the past, the coral
was so abundant that you almost don’t notice it;
like hiking in a forest and you don’t ‘see’ the trees.
Now, the coral is dead and brown. Most of the
former bright neon colors are gone. There are
islands of healthy coral, but it is hard not to be
saddened. Not as many fish as in the past but still
plenty to look at. We saw a few nurse sharks and a
reef shark.” So far, the outer islands, Little Cayman

Assigned the 7th and 12th floors and the
elevator stopped working.

and Cayman Brac, are avoiding the disease.
(www.walltowalldiving.com)

Enjoying Liveaboard Life

Off in Palau, the Rock Island Aggressor liveaboard
is getting high marks from our readers. Laurel
Fulton (Denver, CO), aboard in August says, “We
came for the bumphead parrotfish spawning and
were rewarded with hundreds of amorous bump-
heads on the first dive. We also saw the aggregation
of camouflage groupers — hundreds of big grou-
pers on certain dive sites. There were large schools
of black and midnight snapper, barracudas, and
jacks, and we saw sharks and turtles. The coral was
healthy and vibrant, fish life thriving . . . The staff
was exemplary in every way.

“Three DMs in the water on every dive. The
skiff picks you up wherever you happen to pop
up. Unique setup with skiff on a hydraulic lift on
the back of the boat. Walk in from the dive deck,
and leave all your gear on the skiff. Cabins and
bathrooms quite large, chef amazing.” Aggressor is
offering a real deal for some remaining 2022 trips:
$1667/person. (www.aggressor.com)

Based in Fiji, the Nai’a has been plying the
waters for 30 years and is the go-to liveaboard for
Undercurrent readers. Rene Cote (Richmond, VA)
made his first trip aboard in August and says, “I
began smiling during the brief when Bel went over
how the Nai’a runs the dive operations . . . ‘We
don’t have a time limit or depth limit on dives . . .
you are certified divers . . . come up when you need
to come up. You don’t have to follow the guide’ . .

. WOW!”

He continues, “When an entire crew makes their
way into the dining area playing acoustic guitars
and singing in harmony, it’s not your ordinary live-
aboard. My cabin was spacious, with lots of drawers,
and a closet for hanging clothes. Four day dives
and four night dives. Some dive sites had spectacu-
lar soft and hard corals, with some spots nicknamed
"fish soup’ due to the sheer number of small yellow,
red, and purple anthias reef fish. There were occa-
sional shark sightings, a few turtles, and some nice
schools of barracuda and trevallies . . . ”

Warren Sprung (Houston, TX) aboard in
February, adds, “My wife and I both have bad backs.
The crew treated us like a cross between family
and eggshells. They would not even let us carry our
fins to the Zodiacs. Wonderful, charming people.”
(www.naia.com.fj) Subscribers can read our last
full review from February 2015 by clicking here:

https:/ /tinyurl.com/ 2k 7up2yv

It seems like forever that the Aqua Cat liveaboard
has been serious divers’ favorite way to cruise The
Bahamas. Belynda Warner (Grapevine, TX) chose
a May itinerary that took her to Georgetown, San
Salvador, Cat Island, and others, ending in Nassau.
While the sites were interesting, she says, “It only
produced the usual suspects in the fish department
and very few sharks . . . The boat was spacious and
comfortable, and our triple cabin was roomy. The
crew assisted with gear and patiently, gracefully
responded when asked for help at inopportune
times. . .”

In July, Mary K. Wicksten took a different
itinerary and said, “Lots of healthy coral heads
but no staghorn coral except in ’coral farms.’
Sharks seemed scarce except at staged feeding.
Green turtles, big schools of snappers, silversides,
grunts, and crevalle. Many dives are fairly shal-
low, so there are few glimpses of pelagic fishes
(only one eagle ray). But lots of opportunities
to photograph schools, reef fish, nudibranchs
and tiny creatures with interesting effects shoot-
ing through cracks or up through fissures . . .

I got the singles cabin — cramped, upper bunk
hard to reach and difficult to leave, no handhold,
recessed ladder, little headroom over lower bunk.
(allstarliveaboards.com/aqua-cat-liveaboard-diving)
Subscribers can read our last full review

from August 2016 by clicking here:

https:/ /tinyurl.com/bp8a2bkd

When Plans Go Awry

When you need to make a decision quickly,
turn to Undercurrent. That’s what Paul Kecskemety,
(Scottsdale, AZ) did in August when just two weeks


http://www.walltowalldiving.com
http://www.aggressor.com
http://www.naia.com.fj
https://tinyurl.com/2k7up2yv
http://allstarliveaboards.com/aqua-cat-liveaboard-diving
https://tinyurl.com/bp8a2bkd

The U.S. National Transportation Safety Board
(NTSB) says more needs to be done to implement the
10 new safety recommendations issued in wake of the
Conception dive boat fire.

The Conception was anchored off Santa Cruz Island,
California, when it caught fire in the early morning of
September 2, 2019. The vessel burned to the waterline,
killing 33 diving passengers and one crew member
sleeping below deck in the bunk room.

NTSB encourages operators of vessels with over-
night accommodations to:

® Install smoke detectors in all accommodation
spaces and ensure they are interconnected so
when one detector goes off, they all do. While the
Conception berthing space did have smoke detec-
tors, they were the only ones on the vessel and
would only alarm locally in the berthing space and
not throughout the entire vessel.

® Ensure that the primary and secondary emergency
escape paths do not lead to the same space, which
can be blocked by a single hazard. The Conception
had two means of escape from the lower deck
bunk room, but both led into the salon on the

Lack of Progress in Implementing Conception Safety Recommendations

deck above, which was filled with heavy smoke
and fire. Tragically, the salon compartment was
the only escape path to the outside weather deck.
Because there was fire in the salon, the passengers
and a crew member were trapped below.

® Vessel owners and operators should designate and
maintain roving patrols at all times when bunks or
berthing spaces are occupied. Our investigation
found that the Conception fire was uncontrollable
by the time it was discovered because no crew
members were assigned roving patrol duties on
board the Conception, even though it was a condi-
tion of operation on their COL

® Keep escape routes unobstructed at all times.

® Implement a safety management system. Had an
SMS been implemented, Truth Aquatics could
have identified unsafe practices and fire risks on
the Conception and taken corrective action before
the tragedy.

Note: Traveling Divers: As you climb onboard your
liveaboard, always conduct a personal inspection with
the above in mind.

From an article by Mike Schuler in gCaptain, September 1.

before their departure for a trip out of Grand
Cayman on the Cayman Aggressor, the Aggressor
canceled, and with airlines tickets in hand and a
planned vacation ahead, what to do?

“We researched land-based diving through
Undercurrent reports and settled on Indigo Divers.
We weren’t disappointed. Different reef types
and wall dives; eagle rays, sharks, lettuce nudi-
branchs, scorpion fish, and lots of Caribbean tropi-
cals. Indigo Divers’ owners, Chris and Kate, are
friendly, knowledgeable, and customer-oriented,
and their attention to detail and safety will ensure
you have great dives . . . . Kate picked us up and
dropped us off at our hotel. All-in-all, a prize.”
(www.indigodivers.com)

Now here’s an annoying problem for traveling
divers I’ve never thought about, but Ronald Bailey
(Roanoke, VA) had, so he asked for two rooms
together at the La Ceiba Hotel in Cozumel, no
higher than the third floor. But he was assigned the
7th and 12th. Then the elevator stopped working!
He had to schlep his camera gear up and down
for several days to the higher floors! Luckily, he’s
in good health. Some divers might have never left
their rooms.

Regardless, he says, “Diving with Babieca Dive
Center paid off, with good guides and the boat had
only eight divers, and with twin engines, it zipped
to the dive sites quickly. Maybe the fastest boat
there.”

Moral of the story: There aren’t
many high-rise dive hotels around, but if
you’re headed for one, insist on a lower
floor. (www.elcidbabiecadivecenter.com)
(www.elcid.com/ el-cid-la-ceiba-resort-cozumel )

To the folks at Turneffe Flats, take note: One
of our subscribers, whom we’ll keep anonymous,
visited recently and rightfully noted that the resort
caters primarily to fishermen but has a good dive
program, rarely with more than four divers.

He says, “The resort is quite comfortable and
strongly emphasizes sustainability. The boats are
modern and well-equipped. Everything is valet —
with truly excellent service. On some days, my snor-
keling wife saw more than I did.”

We’re leaving him unnamed because he’s return-
ing soon and reports, “The divemaster disturbs
the marine organisms to give guests a better view
or photograph. I firmly believe in ‘leave no trace’


http://www.indigodivers.com
http://www.elcidbabiecadivecenter.com
http://www.elcid.com/el-cid-la-ceiba-resort-cozumel

and would rather miss a photo than disturb marine
life.” (www.tflats.com)

For Biodiversity, to the Indo Pacific.

These days, for the world’s best diving, one
has to get remote, as Phil Johnston) Nautika Dive
Resort, on Alor Island, Indonesia, in August.

“The reefs were as rich and healthy as those in
Komodo and Raja Ampat, with excellent hard and
soft corals and on the wall dives, vividly colorful
sponges and encrustations. Most reefs had dense
populations of small reef fish, such as anthias, with
high levels of biodiversity. Most Indonesian reef
fish species at almost every site . . . Kalabahi Bay
provided excellent muck diving: rare nudibranchs,
cockatoo wasp fishes, porcelain crabs, frogfish, sea-
horses, pipe fish, and multiple species of octopus.
Large fish, sharks, and pelagics are uncommon. I
did see schools of bonito, mackerel, an occasional
giant trevally, and 4-5 small grey reef and black tip
sharks, but only on one reef outside the strait . . .

“The staff was uniformly excellent, and the
two divemasters, Kadek and Egy, were wonder-
ful critter spotters . . . The resort is quite a new
building; it isn’t luxurious but comfortable.

The food was uniformly good, if anything, too
much! The dive operations were very well run.”
(www.nautikadivealor.com)

And Cozumel, a final parting: For older div-
ers, who remember Cozumel in the ‘80s, when the
population was 25,000, the boats were painfully
slow, and it still seemed like a fishing community,
it is no longer. Today, with more than 100,000
people, it’s got the problems of mainland Mexico
... On September 2, military personnel located
13 bricks of cocaine washed up on the beach. Days
later, a local walking Playa San Martin stumbled
upon nine more blocks . . . On September 4,
two decapitated bodies were discovered in a San
Miguel neighborhood in the back of a dump truck
... On September 22, a search of three homes
turned up drugs, weapons, and tactical gear . . .
On September 27, the brother of a drug dealer was
shot to death in front of a school . . . All these inci-
dents were reported in the Riviera Maya News. Some
locals are engaged in a violent drug war, not unlike
elsewhere in Mexico. Tourists aren’t targeted ,but
keep to the beaches, hotels, and the tourist center
of town. Stay safe and enjoy your diving.

— Ben Davison

Rude Divers Can Ruin Trips (Part II)

Rude divers were once few and far between.
Nowadays, just about everyone is carrying a cam-
era, and underwater photography seems to bring
out the competitive worst in some divers. Not only
do photographers compete to have the best shots
in their group, they also compete during the dive
to get more time with a specific subject. Go some-
where like Lembeh, Indonesia, and you’ll witness
groups of divers with cameras jostling for position

His cameras hit the back of my head,
[forcing me down, and I was
pinned to the bottom by his weigh.

around some unfortunate hairy frogfish, pushing
ahead of the photographer who got there first.

In fact, one of our members, Skip Parker (Ocala,
FL), thinks rude photographers are the rule rather
than the exception. “Every time I see a diver with a
massive erector set of camera and lights on board
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it’s all about competitiveness

my dive boat, I experience acute anxiety and
depression. My dive is going to be ruined. I know it
is very likely that a photographer will obscure any
good sights underwater, and I will get shoved away
by camera gear or wait so long for the photogra-
pher to move away that the good sighting will be
gone.”

And many of our readers share his view.

Photography as a Scrum

One trick rude photographers employ is actu-
ally pushing others away with their bodies, often
pretending they are unaware of the other divers.
Raymond Clark (Whiting, NJ) tells how on a Nai’a
liveaboard trip in Fiji, a woman who was pleasant
enough topside took to body checking photogra-
phers off their subject instead of waiting her turn.

Kathleen Poole (Walnut Creek, CA) tells about
a diver in the Solomon Islands who would take his
two hands and move people out of his way when
he felt they were taking too long taking pictures.
On another dive, he obstructed her while she and


https://www.tflats.com
http://www.nautikadivealor.com

We all know that sinking feeling you get when
you’ve arrived at your destination airport baggage hall
and your checked bag has not appeared. Usually, bags
turn up, but what a problem if yours is on its way to
Sydney while you’re waiting for them in Sorong? Since
the pandemic, airlines have been in disarray, and news-
papers are replete with stories of missing bags piling up
in airport terminals. The airlines can’t find them, and
the travelers are without them for days.

But, there is a way to find your dive bag even if the
airlines can’t help. It’s an Apple Air Tag. A good friend,
Saeed Rashid, a British underwater photojournalist and
university lecturer in technology, has tried a few bag-
gage trackers in his diving travels. For him, an Apple
AirTag is tops.

About the size of a thick half-dollar coin, it attaches
inside your luggage. It piggybacks temporarily (momen-
tarily and surreptitiously) on any nearby iPhone - or
any blue tooth-equipped Apple device — to relay to your
own iPhone the location of the Air Tag (and, therefore,
your bag). When Rashid was in Male (Maldives) and
missed a bag, he knew it had gone to Mumbai.

The downside is, of course, if your bag ends up
somewhere where no iPhones are nearby (not many of
those places anymore), you'll not get a location notice
and be out of luck.

If this sounds rather sinister, it could be. Saeed

Rashid explained that people have used the tracker

to track people covertly. There are stories of women
finding trackers in their handbags or people finding
one inside their car. Their iPhones relay the tracker’s
position back to the tag owner, who may be up to no
good. Apple now gets around that problem by alert-
ing any iPhone through which a specific tag position is

Electronically Tagging Your Dive Bag so You’ll Know Where it Is

consistently relayed and offers that user the option to
disconnect from that tag. So, it somebody stashes a tag
on you, Apple will eventually alert you.

There are other brands of tags available, but Saeed
said he’d had a less positive experience with two others:
TrakDot technology changed, so they stopped work-
ing after a few years. Gego worked well but needed to
restart service after the pandemic, which cost the same
as buying another tracker.

Other tags, which use shortranged Bluetooth sig-
nals, as do headphones and tablet keyboards, are TSA
approved. They are also helpful for locating mislaid
keys, wallets, and the like (new iPhone models can pro-
vide more precise locations.) Tile Mate easily attaches
to your keyring. The Samsung Galaxy SmartTag has an
impressive range approaching 130 yards, which may be
good for locating a bag at the airport terminal you’re
in but has no advantage if your bag is in another coun-
try.

Some tags, like LandAirSea 54 GPS Tracker and
Tracki GPS Tracker use a GPS signal and Google Maps

to indicate where they are; you pay an annual fee for
the service.

The Apple AirTag costs around $100 for a pack of
four. They won’t make your baggage magically reap-
pear, but they will at least tell you where your lost bag is
and follow it as, hopefully, it makes its way back to you.
Or, if the airlines can’t find your bag, you can at least
tell them at what airport to look. Finally, if someone
grabbed your bag mistake, you might be able to catch
him before he reaches that liveaboard and is gone for
a week.

— John Bantin

her husband were finning toward a wreck. “After
I shook my fist in front of his mask, he backed off
and didn’t touch me again.”

During a dive on Paradise Reef in Cozumel,
Frank Jackson (Houston, TX) was trying to photo-
graph an octopus that was changing colors when
he was hit from behind by a diver carrying a huge
camera outfit with two lights. “His cameras hit
the back of my head, forcing me down, and I was
pinned to the bottom by his weight. I pushed off,
forcing him up and back ... to say the least, there
was a confrontation.”

Some divers think their big and expensive
camera rigs grant them privilege. Pamela Herbert
(Durham, NC) was diving at CoCo View in Roatan

when a couple of guys with big rigs took over when
the guide found a critter. “These two guys would
muscle in, park themselves on the reef, often in
ecologically unsound ways, and hang in until they
got the shot. Meanwhile, the sediment would get
kicked up, and the critter would often bolt. I over-
heard them discussing how many photos they had
taken, and one asked the other, ‘what do you do
with them all,” and he said, ’Oh, I mostly delete
them.””

Scaring off the Fish

Photographers can become very undisciplined
underwater. Tyler Jackson (Jensen Beach, FL),
aboard the Mermaid II, recalls a typical response
to the sight of mantas at a cleaning station in
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Komodo. “Photographer after photographer
couldn’t help but swim directly at the curious man-
tas. Strobes flashing in rapid succession and a flurry
of kicks and excitement ensured we got only two
flybys before the mantas were nowhere to be seen.”

Some divers try to be underwater photogra-
phers before they’ve got their diving skills but-
toned down. In the Florida Keys, Mary K. Wicksten
(Bryan, TX) witnessed a grouchy woman who was
so badly overweighted she repeatedly landed ‘splat’
on the seabed. “I saw a big Nassau grouper lazing
under a coral branch as little fish cleaned him. It
could have been a great photo, but here she came
and whirled toward the grouper, which fled, terri-
fied.”

Are Videographers More of a Problem?

Divers trying to video their subjects often exac-
erbate the problem as they dwell on a subject to
get a complete story of their critter and its action.
“Who among us,” asks John Horan (Denver, CO),
“has not experienced the diver with the video cam-
era and outrigger lights who think their camera
prioritizes their presence? Recently in Cozumel,
my group’s divemaster from Tortuga Carey Divers
spotted a seahorse. As we moved in to take a closer
look, a diver with another group, fully geared up
with photography equipment, spotted our divemas-
ter’s signal to our group. She came in over the top,
pushed her way in front, and spent minutes film-

ing, ignoring our divemaster’s request to move on.
It’s tempting to fantasize about what James Bond
would do.”

And, what about those bright video lights? Mary
K. Wicksten (Bryan, TX) says, “I’ve had trouble at
the Bonaire pier and in Hawaii during night dives
when mega-wattage lights shine into my eyes. I
can only imagine what they do to nocturnal ani-
mals. There used to be a hapless octopus living in
a discarded scuba tank at Divi Flamingo pier. The
poor fellow was flash-bombed by the underwater
paparazzi the minute a tentacle appeared!”

Damage and Disrespect for Nature

A few decades ago, it wasn’t uncommon to see
divers pick up a puffer fish so it would expand
defensively, then play with it like a balloon; or wave
a sea cucumber around like a flaccid penis; or slip
up behind a nurse shark and grab its tail. Or pull
up a sea fan or break off a hunk of black coral to
take home.

By the ‘90s, that abuse began to end as respect
for nature took hold. Then came digital cameras,
video cameras, and an explosion of underwater
photographers. Some have become too intent on
getting a perfect image to give a hoot about the
reef and its critters.

Diving in Thailand on a liveaboard, Jim
Spennetta (Middleton, WI) discovered a ghost

A complaint filed in July in Miami federal court

bound shark fins as live Florida spiny lobsters to ship
abroad. Another company, South Florida-based Aifa
Seafood, is under criminal investigation for similar vio-
lations. Though federal law makes it illegal to cut the
fins off sharks and discard their bodies into the ocean,
some states allow fin harvesting from dead sharks at a

rants. In some states, it’s legal to import shark fins.

It’s not known where Elite Sky obtained its fins.
But in the criminal complaint, the company was also
accused of sourcing lobster from Nicaragua and Belize
that it falsely stated was caught in Florida. The compa-
ny, affiliated with a Chinese-American seafood exporter
based in New York City, was charged with violating the
Lacey Act. This century-old statute makes it a crime to
submit false paperwork for any wildlife shipped over-
seas.

accused an exporter based in the Florida Keys, Elite Sky
International, of falsely labeling 5,666 pounds of China-

dock, and they end up in American markets and restau-

Feds Target Companies Involved in U.S. Shark Fin Trade

It’s one of the seafood industry’s most gruesome
hunts. Every year, the fins of up to 73 million sharks
are sliced from the backs of these animals, their bleed-
ing bodies sometimes dumped back into the ocean
where they are left to suffocate or die of blood loss.
The barbaric practice is driven by China, where shark
fin soup is a status symbol for the rich and powerful
and fetches high prices. However, some Americans and
some American seafood businesses are complicit in the
shark fin trade.

According to the Shark Research Institute, research-
ers at Florida International University studied 9,820
shark fin trimmings from markets in Hong Kong from
2014 to 2018. Using DNA analyses, they determined
that fins came from 86 different species, and 61 of
them are threatened with extinction. Most of the fins
came from the blue shark, Prionace glauca, a species
classified as “near threatened” by the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), followed by
silky sharks, hammerheads, makos, and thresher sharks.
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pipefish that everyone wanted to photograph. “I
was polite and let another photographer have
access to the fish first. To my horror, he whipped
out a pair of chopsticks and beat the coral down, so
it was not in his way. I was so mad that I wanted to
pop his weights and send him back to the boat, but
that would be dangerous, and I would be charged
with assault.”

Although some critters are not strong swimmers
and are susceptible to predators if moved from
their homes, some photographers are oblivious to
the critter’s safety. Heejae Cho (Cayman Islands)
witnessed inexcusable behavior by a professional
photographer. “The Sea Saba divemaster found a
pipe fish, so the photographer picked it up with
his hand and moved it for a better photo. We were
horrified.”

Photographers can become very
undisciplined underwater

Kevin Tierney (Bronx, NY) remembers the terri-
ble guy in Dominica “who thought he had a better
location for the seahorse — so he moved it.”

Those who manipulate wildlife in such a manner
aren’t excellent photographers. They are poseurs,
editing nature before they take a shot.

Some divemasters have become complicit.
Keeping their tips in mind, they turn their backs on
such idiots and even assist them.

“A divemaster at Lembeh,” says Paul Moliken
(Portland, OR) “twirled his pointer around some
small fish, stunning about three of them so that
the camera people could get pictures of a frogfish
eating them. He repeated this for a mantis shrimp
shot. It was disgusting.”

And some divemasters are padding their own
portfolios, while ignoring the needs and safety of
the divers. Jim Schoeneck (San Diego, CA) told
Undercurrent, “On the Komodo Dancer in Indonesia,
one of the dive guides was overly focused on her
photography and would jump in front of almost
everyone to get pictures and then linger while the
guests waited.”

Are Professional Photographers Worse?

Many professional photographers supplement
their income by leading photography tours. Some
divers who join them pay big bucks expecting to
have an underwater tutor, only to discover that
most professional photographers run trips to add

Underwater Texting?

Hand signals don’t allow us to exchange
much information underwater, as we all know.
Furthermore, to communicate anything two divers
must be looking at each other. Will it be long before
we can start texting each other?

Computer scientists at the University of
Washington are working on AquaApp for smart
phones, which would give users 240 pre-set messages,
organized into eight categories. to send to their bud-
dies.

It’s still in development but in tests, the team
found the app was effective up to 98 feet. For short
messages — e.g, an emergency SOS — the message can
travel nearly 330 feet. This is all managed without a
huge drain on battery life. Of course, it does mean
both buddy divers would both need to take their
phones down with them in underwater housings.

to their own portfolio. They get the first pick and
don’t want the divers in their way as they pursue a
great photo. They can be so focused on getting the
shots they want, those who paid to join them miss
out.

Ed Brakus (Fort Meyers, Florida) says years
ago, he was on the Solmar Vwith two semi-famous
photographers who were fully comped and several
knowledgeable and patient amateur photographers.
Every time we encountered a manta or something
else interesting, the ‘professionals’ would kick full-
speed toward the animal, get in one or two shots,
while chasing away the animal before anyone else
could enjoy the encounter. Toward the end of the
trip, fewer and fewer divers were bothering to go in
the water.”

Often such people are working with commis-
sions from diving magazines, advertisers, or the
boat and are given priority treatment. Ed says,
“Maybe liveaboard operators could find a way to
keep the paying customers from paying the price
for their marketing windfall.”

Tom Van Leeuwen (Greenwich, CT) says, “Years
ago, we had a professional photographer and his
model on our dive boat in the Cayman Islands.
They were first in the water, and nearby a turtle fed
on coral. While the rest of us waited patiently, he
took endless photos of his model next to the turtle
until it grew tired of their presence and swam off.
He should have been able to capture what he need-
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ed in just a few shots and moved off. The rest of us
deserved shots of our own.”

Of course, rude divers can affect underwater
photographers, too, as Jeff Bloomer (Bettendorf,
IA) points out. Telling us how he stays away from
other divers, he recounts: “On a recent trip to
Bonaire, I was hovering in the prone position to
get a shot of a super male parrot fish off of Salt
Pier. A woman from our boat swam under me while
exhaling bubbles through the shot and then ran
into me. I told her [later] I was hovering to take a

Hus divers agree to limit themselves to
three shots or 30 seconds with a subject

picture, and she should be more aware of her sur-
roundings.”

So How to Deal With It?

Some divers have avoided taking up underwater
photography as Heidi King (North Palm Beach,
FL) did for 10 years after seeing divers “pulling a
nurse shark out from under a ledge in the Florida
Keys to position it for an image, or taking pics of
divers squatting over an ancient barrel sponge as
if it were a toilet in Puerto Galera, the Philippines,
or distractedly churning through beautiful fan cor-
als pursuing a shot in Bonaire, or simply clanking
down the reef dragging their equipment.”

Rod Bauer (Monument, CO) writes that due
to his disgust with the picture-taking fraternity, he
gave away his underwater photography equipment
but “continues to watch the underwater rudeness
play out dive after dive.” He says one thing most
picture takers have in common is that they all are

after the best publishable picture and lack situ-
ational awareness of other divers, with or without
cameras. “I have watched them get in other div-
ers’ space, push them out of the way, hit them in
the head with their fins or tank, some with very
poor buoyancy control, and some take so long or
swim directly toward the subject in open water tak-
ing multiple shots, that others with cameras lose
their opportunity for a picture because the subject
spooked and left the area.”

Conclusion

We should acknowledge that much underwater
rudeness is not intentional, and the perpetrator is
often oblivious. Peter Wallingford (Seattle, WA),
who developed the unique Diamond Reef Diver
Training System, which provides buoyancy skill
training, says that “Although divers who touch cor-
als and kick up silt don’t intentionally mean to be
rude, they most often are unaware of their impact
on the environment and fellow divers. Rude divers
and the incredible diver dropout rate have been
the result of a desperate, greedy industry.”

And one trip leader enforces a system that puts
an end to the scrum and lets divers get their shots.
Ken Kurtis, whose Beverley Hills business, Reef
Seekers Dive, runs trips worldwide, employs a “3
or 30 rule.” His divers agree to limit themselves
to three shots or 30 seconds with a subject. If they
want more, they go to the back of the queue and
wait for their next turn. Those who disregard the
rule may be subject to a discreet talking-to between
dives. Maybe other operations should try that,” he
says.

— John Bantin

Fishermen versus Divers Comes to a Head in Florida
charged with a felony for freeing fish

Ghost fishing nets and discarded lines seriously
threaten marine life throughout the world’s oceans.
Long-line fleets troll thousands of baited hooks on
miles of fishing line that at times break free, litter-
ing the seas and forever attracting all manner of
marine life, including turtles, sharks, and dolphins
that get caught or entangled and die a slow death.
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So, you and we find quite praiseworthy the
deeds of Floridians John Moore, Jr., 56, and Tanner
Mansell, 29, who were aboard Moore’s shark diving
charter vessel on August 10, 2020. Along with sev-
eral passengers, they launched out of Jupiter Inlet
for what was supposed to be a typical trip of snor-
keling and scuba diving among lemon sharks and
bull sharks.



During a dive, they came across a long line
specifically placed to catch and kill sharks. They
thought the line was abandoned and did what
many of us would have done. They freed what liv-
ing sharks and fish they could and hauled it in.

It was at least two miles long with more than 150
hooks.

They were more than three miles offshore at the
time and within the 200-mile federal jurisdiction.
Shark feeding for the benefit of divers is banned
within three miles of the Florida coastline. When
they returned, they reported the abandoned line
to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission.

As they say, no good deed goes unpunished.
Moore and Mansell were later indicted by a grand
jury and charged with larceny within a special
marine jurisdiction — a
felony with a maximum
prison sentence of five
years. If convicted, they
could lose their licenses
and their way to make a
living.

The line had been
placed in the water by
Rich Osburn, a Fort
Pierce commercial fish-
erman. Commercial
shark fishermen such as
Osburn are few and far
between because most
do not consider shark fishing worth the time or
effort. Complex laws, both federal and state, pro-
hibit shark finning, and new rules ban shipping
shark parts from U.S. ports. From our point of view,
the trial represents a confrontation between the
old and the new, unsustainable shark fishing and
marine life preservation. We’ll report on the out-
come of this case, which will be heard in October.

A GoFundMe page to support the defense of
the divers Moore and Mansell in a West Palm
Beach trial has raised more than $25,000, with
a goal of $130,000. You can support them at
https://tinyurl.com/3amzea5v

Sport Fishermen Aren’t Happy with Divers Either

When sharks take snapper, kingfish, amberjacks,
and grouper hooked by recreational anglers, it’s
called depredation. Florida sports fishermen say
it’s become more common because of the increas-
ing popularity of shark diving, where sharks are
chummed to attract them.

The anglers claim that sharks have become
accustomed to approaching boats that signify an
easy meal. So, when a fisherman catches a fish and
a shark grabs it, divers get the blame, despite shark
depredation beginning when the first human being
caught a fish. Sharks are scavengers, looking for an
easy meal. They have always plagued fishermen.

But, even where there are no shark feeding
operations, such as along Florida’s Treasure Coast,
Space Coast, or First Coast, anglers still lose fish on
their hooks to sharks. And there are no divers to
blame.

DEMA is On the Case

Because of the powerful sports fishing lobby in
Florida, proposed shark feeding restrictions threat-
en shark diving in the U.S.

In the most recent
version of the Florida
Keys National Marine
Sanctuary Restoration
Blueprint, NOAA has
proposed restricting
shark feeding except for
the purpose of harvest-
ing — catching — them.
This would prevent dive
operators or divers from
chumming or feeding
sharks to observe and
photograph them. For
nearly two decades,
Florida has prohibited
shark (fish) feeding in state waters, though it had
no scientific basis for doing so. NOAA claims that
shark feeding creates “human safety issues,” but the
world’s most renowned shark experts disagree.

DEMA (the Dive Equipment and Marketing
Association) believes this assertion is being promul-
gated by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission
with no supporting data. When DEMA requested
data from FWC several years ago, none was pro-
vided.

DEMA fears this regulation will be put in place
in federal waters in the Florida Keys and will even-
tually find its way to ALL federal waters, effectively
ending all shark diving in the United States.

As a member of the U.S. diving commu-
nity, please speak up. You can submit all com-
ments through the Federal eRulemaking Portal,
https://www.regulations.gov The docket number is
NOAA-NOS-2019-0094-1012. Click the “Comment
Now!” icon, complete the required fields, and enter
or attach your comments.
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The Short Cut Mentality in Divers

In 2020, I listened to a broadcast of a National
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) meeting in
which the board members and committee heads
discussed their investigation into the tragic fire
aboard the dive boat Conception when 34 divers lost
their lives. During the four-plus-hour discussion,
they identified several issues contributing to the
catastrophic deaths. It was tough to listen to some
of the details.

During the discussion, the notion of “normal-
ization of deviance” struck a chord with me, and I
saw that it had direct application to diving safety.
Normalization of deviance means that people become
so0 accustomed to their conscious deviation from a stan-
dard procedure that they no longer consider their changes
deviant. To them, their changes have become nor-
mal operating procedures.

During my nearly 50 years as a diving profes-
sional and 23 years working at Divers Alert Network
(DAN), I have read and reviewed hundred of
worldwide diving accident reports. The details of
these “accidents” should cause one to reflect on his
or her own diving experiences and realize that this
could happen to you, just as it did to those highly
trained, experienced, and, apparently, qualified div-
ers.

Understanding what turned an enjoyable rec-
reational dive into a tragedy is critical if we’re to
learn how to avoid the same fate. To quote Eleanor
Roosevelt, “Learn from the mistakes of others. You
can’t live long enough to make them all yourself.”

An Unusual Cause of Diving Accidents

In 2008, Dr. Petar Denoble at DAN reviewed
nearly 1,000 diver fatalities. He identified trigger-
ing events that initiated a cascade of circumstances
that transformed an otherwise enjoyable dive into a
fatality.

Those triggering events were:
Out of Breathing Gas ..... 41%

Entrapment.................... 21%
Equipment Problems ..... 15%
Rough Water.................... 10%
Trauma .......ccoooveevveeeenenn, 6%
Buoyancy ..o 4%
Inappropriate Gas.............. 3%

16

a road to disaster

More than 60 percent of the identified trig-
gering events (Out of Breathing Gas, Equipment
Problems, Buoyancy, and Inappropriate Gas)
are directly or indirectly related to equipment
preparation and use. However, I think “Equipment
Problems” are mainly “Problems with Equipment.”
In other words, they represent user error rather
than an equipment design flaw.

Many reports describe a series of actions and
habitual behaviors that appear so far beyond com-
prehension that they defy our definition of “diver
error.” The problem seems to be that some divers,
even those with extensive diving experience, may
decide to take shortcuts or deviate from standard
safety procedures. They may feel pressure to hurry
up, become complacent, or even think that stan-
dard procedures may not apply to them.

It’s Not Just Beginners Who Get In Trouble.

DAN’s Annual Diving Report has interesting data
regarding experience levels for diver fatalities. The
graph (below) shows the number of open water
dives a diver made during the 12 months preced-
ing death. You will see two distinct spikes in the
number of fatalities. One spike involves divers with
fewer than 20 open water dives, which might be
explained by these divers having limited open water
diving experience. Their skills may be insufficient
to deal appropriately with a crisis underwater.

Another spike shows increased fatalities among
divers who made more than 300 open water dives
in the 12 months preceding their death. It seems
incredible that divers with that much recent expe-
rience would get into a situation that initiated a
series of events from which they could not recover.
How could their skills, abilities, or equipment be
inadequate to survive an underwater diving emer-
gency?

One explanation could be that they had devi-
ated from standard safety procedures so often
that their deviations became “normalized” in their
minds because, previously, nothing occurred to
alert them to problems with their shortcuts. Divers
with extensive experience may believe there is no
need to follow all the standard steps to prepare for
a dive because they’ve done it so often that they
can deal with anything that may happen underwa-
ter. From the accident data, it is undoubtedly true
that experience alone does not prevent accidents.



Regardless of their experience, all divers should fol-
low all the steps necessary to prepare themselves,
their equipment, and their companions for any div-
ing situation.

The experienced divers who died were capable
of following proper diving procedures and had
done so previously. While “complacency” contrib-
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utes to diving accidents, “normalization of devi-
ance” may be just as important: divers become so
accustomed to a conscious deviation from standard
safety procedures that they increase their risk by no
longer realizing that their procedures depart from
the norm. Even to others with whom they regularly
dive, their incorrect methods might seem like a
normal part of the divers’ approach.

When one deviates, and the outcome is success-
ful, without negative consequences, it subliminally
reinforces the continuing use of that deviation. In
other words, because it worked, the diver may expe-
rience a subconscious reward for doing the wrong
thing.

What Divers Can Learn from NASA?

Columbia University sociologist Dr. Diane
Vaughn coined the term “normalization of devi-
ance” in her book, The Challenger Launch Decision.
In describing the decisions made by NASA that
led to the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion in
1986, she noted there had been problems with the
“O” rings in the solid rocket boosters on previous
launches, but without incident.

Therefore, it became “normal operating proce-
dure” to make launch “Go” decisions, even though
“O” ring issues had been identified. NASA, unfor-
tunately, did not learn from the Challenger disaster
and fell victim to it again in 2003, when the Space
Shuttle Columbia disintegrated after the heat shield
failed upon re-entry. Apparently, there had been

heat shield issues during previous re-entries without

incident, so, again, the problems were considered
within “normal” operating parameters.

To learn from these space flight tragedies and
catastrophic incidents within the diving world, we
should understand the dangers of deviating from
safe operating procedures when they become “nor-
malized.”

The first step in avoiding the “normalization of
deviance” is awareness. In diving safety, we discuss
“situational awareness,” where we constantly moni-
tor ourselves and our situation as we prepare for a
dive, during, and after, always looking for changes
that could increase our or our companion’s risk.

Many factors may increase the likelihood of
normalization of deviance. Some divers, even those
with lots of experience, develop shortcuts while
neglecting standard safety procedures. Their jus-
tification is often because they perceive the rule

When a 29-year-old British woman died during a div-
ing trip on September 19, while on holiday in Albania,
the 45-year-old diving instructor, Saimir Kushova, was
arrested.

The woman and her boyfriend were diving the
WW2 wreck of the Probitas off Saranda, not far from the
Greek island of Corfu. They were among eight tourists
diving with Spiranca Diving on the Italian freighter,
which sank after being bombed. The wreck lies on its
side about 300 yards from shore. Saranda has become
popular with European divers thanks to six former
Albanian naval vessels that were intentionally sunk
for the benefit of divers two decades ago. They lie in
depths between 60 and 100 feet.

Diving Instructor Arrested

It was claimed by others on board the dive boat that
Saimir Kushova had tried to rescue the woman, and
had given her CPR. That didn’t stop him from being
arrested while authorities attempt to establish exactly
what had happened.

In Europe, diving instructors are subject to statu-
tory laws. Less so in the USA, where it takes legal action
by the heirs of the decedents to bring such people to
court.

Do you think such diving operations in the
USA should be subject to regulation? Write to
BenDDavison@undercurrent.org not forgetting to
mention your town and state.
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Getting lost at the surface is the greatest hazard
faced by scuba divers. The latest divers to discover that
are Australians Justine Clark and her sons Felix (18)
and Max (20). They surfaced in Fijian waters after
a dive on August 14 only to find their dive boat was
nowhere to be seen.

A diver with 30 years of experience, she was booked
on an afternoon dive trip with her boys to an offshore
site known as the “Supermarket,” with Viti Water
Sports, a company subcontracted to Captain Cook
Cruises.

Despite deteriorating weather, they pushed on to
the dive site about 15 miles from land, and after an

Their divemaster was next to surface and was shocked
when the dive boat was not visible. He advised the div-
ers to swim toward a distant island.

After nearly an hour of fruitless effort, a small boat
approached. It was a garbage collector who had been

Mother and Her Sons Get Left at the Surface

uneventful drift they surfaced but no tender was visible.

busy picking up floating rubbish. The man aboard was
able to call up their tender on his radio. Soon after, the
dive tender located them.

Justine Clark later told reporters, “No tender boat
was visible on surfacing, the swell was two meters, it was
dark with gray clouds and high wind. Our dream holi-
day turned into a nightmare — I thought we’d be eaten
by sharks.”

Captain Cook Cruises explained that rough weather
and the high wind had driven the tender away from
the dive site and that surface conditions had made
it impossible for the driver to identify and follow the
bubbles of the divers.

There is no explanation why they didn’t drop a per-
manent surface marker buoy. Or why the dive leader
— or the divers — weren’t carrying surface marker buoys
to designate their location.

After all, they were miles from nowhere.

or standard as ineffectual. For example, in boat
diving, the pressure to get dressed and get into

the water quickly may justify their skipping a few
“inconsequential” steps. It may seem right when
others are waiting for you, but it will be foolish

if things go terribly wrong during your dive. Two
simple examples of “inconsequential steps” that
get skipped are: not testing the power inflator on
your BCD before diving to assure that it is attached
to the low-pressure hose properly and not breath-
ing from your second stage while looking at your
submersible pressure gauge to ensure your cylinder
valve is fully open.

Divers may learn to deviate without actually real-
izing it. Diver training only covers part of what a
diver needs to know, so divers may adopt modifica-
tions from observing more experienced divers who
have procedures that have worked for them. They
may do this without questioning or thoroughly
evaluating these modifications. My philosophy is
to question everything, especially regarding your
safety. Just because you see someone else do some-
thing, it doesn’t mean it is the right thing to do.

We dive in a culture that often permits mistakes
to go uncorrected. Diving companions may be
reluctant or afraid to speak up when they see a pre-
dive preparation that deviates from standard proce-
dures. Though we may not be our brother’s keeper,
we are obligated by common decency to keep our
diving companions safe by identifying anything that
doesn’t seem right. That is another reason to ques-
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tion everything.

There is a popular contemporary saying, “See
something, say something.” By doing so, you may
help prevent an accident.

Rather than trying to tell someone something
is out of whack, point it out to someone with more
expertise. Or perhaps you may find it easier to ask
a question. “You know, I've never seen equipment
configured like that. I have always configured my
equipment like this. Can you tell me how this meth-
od works?” You can also be more direct, “Do you
know your air is off?” “Are you not taking your SMB
on this dive?” It’s a simple way to bring an error to
the attention of a fellow diver, and you may prevent
an accident. Never take anything at face value when
it comes to diving safety.

Resisting the tendency to deviate from stan-
dard procedures requires every diver to follow
the skills, techniques, and procedures they were
taught. Creating the appropriate culture of diving
safety requires everyone to participate. All divers
must commit to personal responsibility for safety;
observe and communicate safety concerns as soon
as they are identified; learn from past mistakes and
the mistakes of others; apply safe behaviors based
upon lessons learned.

The Pressure to Hurry

The pressure to “hurry up” (also known as “time
pressure”) is a significant cause of dive preparation



errors. Time pressure may cause a diver arriving
late to dive to skip important procedures. Or, a
diver’s companion may dress faster than they do, so
the tardy diver tries to “catch up” by skipping criti-
cal steps in preparation or even cause the buddy
group to forgo essential pre-dive checks simply in
the name of expediency. Taking whatever time is
necessary to prepare fully will reduce stress, reduce
the possibility of making a critical error in pre-dive
preparation and increase the enjoyment of the
dive.

The Importance of Checklists

One diving accident worth reporting involves a
closed-circuit rebreather (CCR) diver who was dis-
cussing CCR diving at a diving event. He boasted
about his superior skills and that his equipment
preparation was intuitive, so he no longer used a
checklist. The next morning, as the other divers
followed their checklists as they prepared for the
morning dive, they noticed this diver motionless
in shallow water just offshore. They jumped in,
brought him to the surface, and were able to revive
their non-breathing, and very lucky, companion.
After inspecting his CCR, they discovered that he
had failed to open the oxygen cylinder and had
passed out due to hypoxia. It was a lesson learned
that checklists are vital to safe and complete pre-
dive equipment preparation.

To address closed-circuit rebreather (CCR) acci-
dents, the technical diving community gathered
in 2012 at Rebreather Forum 3.0 to develop safety
recommendations. One recommendation was to
use checklists to reduce the likelihood of missing a
critical aspect of pre-dive preparation.

Unfortunately, diving accident data and post-
accident diver interviews show that checklists may
not be part of many divers’ safety procedures.

Using a checklist could have prevented a tragedy
in several cases, but many divers don’t think using
a pre-dive checklist is an essential and standard
operating procedure. I believe using a consistent
pre-dive ritual for equipment preparation is criti-
cal. Getting into a strict routine will help prevent
equipment configuration and preparation errors.

We all want to enjoy the wonders of diving
without ending up as a DAN statistic. Normalizing
shortcuts as a regular practice can compromise
our safety and the safety of our diving companions.
Stick to the proper procedures, and don’t risk tak-
ing away your most precious gift, life. Diver safety
is, after all, no accident!

Author Dan Orr, a past president of DAN, has written
more than 100 books and articles on diving and div-
ing safety. Dan is a member of the diving industry Hall
of Fame and the International Divers Hall of Fame. He
and his wife Betly, one of the first members of the Woman
Divers Hall of Fame, now operate Dan Orr Consulting,
providing a variety of services to the diving industry.
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Flotsam & Jetsam

A Driftnet in Sipadan. Named by Cousteau as
one of the world’s best dive sites, Malaysia’s only
truly oceanic island, Sipadan, has been strictly
controlled by authorities to limit the number of
divers. Sadly, on September 24, divers discovered a
1000-foot-long driftnet draped across the coral walls,
from Barracuda Point to the Hanging Gardens.
Eighteen different species had been trapped and
died. Sabah Park rangers arrested a man who
arrived in a local boat and admitted owning the net.
Twenty-five volunteer divers registered with Sabah
Parks worked overnight to remove the net.

Grey Sharks in the Caribbean? Subscribers who
post reports sometimes call Caribbean sharks “gray
sharks,” which is what one of our writers recently
did when describing a sighting on a Cayman trip.
Long-time Undercurrent member Lee Jones (San
Leandro, CA) points out that the Caribbean guys
in the gray suits are certainly Caribbean reef sharks
and that grey (the accepted British/Aussie spelling)
reef sharks are endemic to the Indo-Pacific region.
We could say our writer was referring to the color,
but that could mean he may have seen a mako, a
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bull shark, or even a great white shark. We don’t
think so.

Salty Scuba Chick. Connie Wickstrom and a
group of friendly divers are using their passion for
scuba by combing the bottom of the Salt River and
so far have found and returned more than 100
functioning cell phones, as well as wallets, keys, sun-
glasses, and other cherished items that people tub-
ing along the Arizona river accidentally dropped.
Check her out on the Salty Scuba Chick Facebook
page and get some tips on doing the same in water
near you.

Have You Seen the Largest Underwater Statue
in the World? It’s in the Bahamas, near Nassau on
New Providence Island. Eighteen feet tall, it weighs

- . 60 tons out of the
water. Ocean Atlas
appears to be hold-
ing up the ocean
on her back. Famed
British sculptor Jason
deCaires Taylor was
commissioned by
the Bahamas Reef
Environmental
Educational
Foundation to create
Ocean Atlas in 2014,
expecting it to trans-
form eventually into an artificial reef. Taylor has
created several underwater museums and placed
hundreds of statues underwater.

Another Old Record Broken? San Antonio (TX)
resident Arthur Graf, Jr. is more than 100 years old,
but he expects to beat the Guinness record for old-
est divers, currently held by another centenarian,
William Lambert (Rockford, IL). He became the
world’s oldest diver at 98 in 2019 and repeated the
feat at 100. Graf’s passed both his DAN medical
exam and his cardiologist’s, so it looks like nothing
will stop him this November. Graf says he’s been in
the water since he was three years old. He’s made
more than 700 dives, with his most recent last fall.

Fascinating Free Diving Film No Limit on Netflix.
A French-made film inspired by the tragic fate of
world-record free-diver Audrey Mestre tells the
story of a beautiful young and prodigiously talented
free diver who strikes up a toxic and destructive
romantic relationship with her egotistical diving
trainer and guru. The film stars Camille Rowe as
Roxana and Sofiane Zermani, who plays Pascal
Gautier, loosely based on the Cuban free diver
“Pipin.” Despite a couple of technical diving errors
in the production, it makes gripping viewing.

Veteran Shark Diver Valerie Taylor’s Advice. If
a shark attacks you, says the Australian who domi-
nated shark diving for three decades, understand
that “The pain from a shark bite doesn’t kick in for
10 minutes. So stay as calm as you can and wait for
the shark to realize it has made a mistake and let
go. Don’t thrash about. Sharks don’t have hands
to feel with. They feel with their teeth. When the
shark realizes it has made a mistake, it lets go. The
biggest problem is a wound. Blood doesn’t congeal
in water. Get out to a dry place as quickly as possi-
ble to prevent bleeding out.” Good advice; we hope
you’ll never need it. Sydney Morning Herald

3000-year-old Canoe Found in Lake. Tamara
Thomsen was giving a scuba lesson in Wisconsin’s
Lake Mendota when she spotted the remains
of an ancient canoe peeking out of the sand.
Archaeologists from the Wisconsin Historical
Society, where she worked, determined by carbon
dating that it was around 3,000 years old. What'’s
even more remarkable? It’s the second one she’s
spotted underwater, though the first was much
younger, 1,200 years old. Carved from a single
piece of white oak, it may be the oldest canoe dis-
covered in the Great Lakes region. It shows what
you can discover by scuba diving close to home.

The Undercurrent Website was Out of Action
for a few Days before September 28. It was due to
some technical problems. We apologize to all who
could not access the site then and hope you will
report any issues you discover with it in the future.
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