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The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

MV Valentina, Sea of  Cortez
	 sea lion games and orca hunts

Dear Fellow Diver,

While divers travel to the Galapagos, Australia, or 
Indonesia in search of diving adventure, in Mexico’s Sea 
of Cortez anything can happen.

As I and a gang of other divers were off-gassing 
between dives on the MV Valentina in late October, I 
watched a large school of small dolphins a few hundred 
yards away. One of my sharp-eyed dive buddies yelled, 
“Whale!” Soon, an orca appeared, and at least a hundred 
dolphins leaped from the water. I was breathless.

Suddenly, several orca dorsal fins broke the sur-
face. It was an orchestrated orca hunting party. We 
scrambled into the two 25-foot RIBs with cameras ready 
and motored slowly on the calm sea to where the action 
had been. Again, several orca dorsal fins broke the 
surface as the orcas seemed to be going in circles. 
Everywhere, dolphins jumped clear of the water and scat-
tered, with the breaching orcas in pursuit. One 20-foot 
orca even brushed the side of an RIB. Later, one diver 
showed a video of his shadow across the animal’s back 
while it spouted and sprayed everyone in the RIB, cre-
ating a rainbow. The money shots came from two people 
holding GoPros on selfie sticks under our RIB. One 
recorded an orca with a dolphin in its mouth 50 feet 
below.

While we 
followed the 
orcas, one 
woman diver 
asked, “Can 
we stop the 
boat so I 
can swim with 
an orca”? 
For a few 
seconds, we MV. Valentina
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had absolute silence. One diver said they had 
been disabling sailboats in the Mediterranean 
by breaking off their rudders. I said there 
is no documented evidence of an orca killing 
a human . . . or maybe there are no survivors 
to tell their story. Another said they’re apex 
predators, and she would be putting herself 
at their mercy or whim. She did get into the 
water as she tried “to hear the whales.” She 
didn’t stay long. It was an hour before we 
awe-struck observers returned to the Valentina.

I had arrived at the Valentina in La Paz a 
few days earlier after a 2.5-hour shuttle ride 
from the Cabo San Lucas airport. I left my 
gear on board and strolled to the Casa del Mar 
restaurant on the park-like Malecon boulevard 

to meet up with other divers, many of whom I had dived with previously. The bou-
levard was closed to vehicles to host a 10 km race for hundreds of runners while 
families with children sauntered along the sidewalk. After too many cervezas and a 
few too many dive stories over several hours, I said good night and ambled back to 
the ship.

After an eight-hour trip north on the dead-
calm Sea of Cortez, the crew dropped anchor, our 
wake-up call just before sunrise. There were no 
lights as far as the eye could see, and soon, the 
barren and beautiful mountains emerging from the 
Baja desert glowed with the sunrise. We were about 
80 miles from La Paz and definitely off the grid.

Lorenzo, the head divemaster with whom I have 
dived many times over 30 years, gave a thorough 
boat safety and dive briefing. We were an experi-
enced dive group, so Lorenzo wasted no time with 
a boring checkout dive. The plan was to head down 
90-100 feet to visit the great hammerheads of Las 
Animas. The crew had loaded the two RIBs with our 
gear, so I only had to slip into mine and back-
roll off. At the edge of a drop-off at 40 feet, 
the divemasters verified everyone was OK. Several 
curious California sea lions inspected us as we 
kicked down through schools of bigeye scad and vast schools of Pacific barracuda.

No current, 100-foot visibility and 84-degree water made it a perfect start. 
Dozens of great hammerheads, 8 to 12 feet long, were 50 feet down, just above the 
bottom. I followed them for a while, staying at 100 feet, observing the maximum 
allowable depth. When a diver eventually signaled low on air, we ascended for a 
safety stop at 15 feet and, after 40 minutes, surfaced to hear barking sea lions 
and squawking seabirds on the nearby rocks. I can’t imagine a better checkout 
dive, perfect for a group of mainly experienced divers with thousands of hours of 
bottom time. (Don’t expect this kind of checkout with an unknown group.)

Back to the boat for a breakfast of scrambled eggs, pancakes, home-fried 
potatoes, tortillas, and taco fixings, including sauces, fruit juices, coffee, 
biscuits, and pastries, served in a comfortable dining room by the boat staff and 
divemasters. About 9 a.m., we were off for a second hammerhead dive.

The steel-hulled 135-foot Valentina, refitted in 2013, has about twice the 
deck space of most liveaboards. It has 10 spacious staterooms, eight with two 
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bunks and two that can bed 
three, for a capacity of 
22. They have private show-
ers, adequate storage, and 
daily room service. All open 
directly to an outside walk-
way on the port and starboard 
sides so fire would trap no 
one in a cabin. On deck 2, a 
large, well-appointed, air-
conditioned common room also 
holds the kitchen, video 
center, and fish book library. 
I often hung out on the huge 
upper deck, which is partially 
covered by a canopy, to take 
in the night sky in t-shirt 
weather.

By email, Valentina’s staff had verified my certifications before departure. 
On board, some were asked to show C-cards, but Lorenzo just asked how I’d been 
doing and why I’d been away so long. Dive rules are common sense: Stick with your 
buddy; stay within sight of the divemaster; touch nothing other than sea lions 
(they’ll be touching you); notify the divemaster when your psi is in the 700s; 
be on the surface with 500 psi. The dives were 40 minutes to an hour or so, and 
afterward, both the divemaster and RIB driver counted the divers. You must have a 
computer and an SMB and make a 3-minute safety stop. Dive insurance is necessary. 
If you’re not Nitrox-certified, you would be wise to enroll in their course -- you 
won’t miss any dives.

Divers board their RIBs by climbing down stairways on the port or starboard 

Typical twin-bunk cabin

Remembering Paul Humann
Paul Humann changed my life. My husband Harris and 

I met Paul in June of  1994 aboard the liveaboard MV Spree, 
as she sailed from Key West to the Dry 
Tortugas for an early REEF fish ID trip. 
Paul and his friend and collaborator Ned 
DeLoach were working on the second edi-
tion of  their lauded fish identification book, 
and they helped teach the identification 
course while on the boat.

I was still a fairly new diver and had 
never seen someone dive like Paul: he 
stayed in one place for an hour with his 
camera, and he still wore the horseshoe-
style flotation vest! The fish ID course changed our lives. 
Harris and I realized there is always something interesting 
to look at on a dive. If  you know fish ID and behavior, you 
never have a dull dive.

We got to know Paul better years later, when we were 
invited to a REEF event for donors at his house in Davie, 
Florida. Paul walked around Mango Manor with us, point-

ing out the over three hundred species of  palms he had 
planted, along with orchids and bromeliads, and we realized 

that his passion for classification and the natural 
world had a powerful topside component as well.

After I joined the REEF Board of  Trustees, 
which I continue to serve today, I saw another side 
of  Paul, the administrator and leader who helped 
keep our meetings on track. And after meetings, 
the social side of  Paul emerged, always ready for a 
convivial evening.

Paul and Ned not only founded REEF, but 
Paul was in touch with fish scientists all over the 

world. In gratitude, they named some new species after 
him, with my favorite being a lovely flasher wrasse from 
Indonesia. Take a look at http://tinyurl.com/mrxtrz4h/.

Paul passed away on February 5. You can read 
more about his remarkable life on the REEF website. 
https://www.reef.org/remembering-paul-humann

– Mel McCombie
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sides to their assigned boat, then 
stepping onto the side of their RIB and 
into it with the crew’s help. The crew 
had loaded my cylinder and dive toys on 
the RIB, where I donned my gear. Some 
divers climbed down the steps wearing 
their full rigs and hopped into the 
RIB. With frequent swells and bounc-
ing RIBs, that macho technique made 
no sense to me. DAN reports that the 
primary cause of dive trip injuries is 
clambering around boats or docks while 
geared up. Why tempt fate? The ship’s 
sizeable stern platform looks easy to 
dive from, but it sits about a foot
above the water, and waves and swells 
have pushed divers and RIBs under it, 

so they no longer use it. Upon return, I was able to get on and off an RIB with 
crewmembers giving a firm handhold without injury during three-foot swells

On the afternoon of the first day at Las Animas, sea lion encounters were 
the game plan. With divemaster Cesar, six of us dropped to 60 feet, encountering 
thousands of Pacific bigeye barracuda stretching 30 feet from top to bottom and 
passing in an unending stream. Small trails of bubbles occasionally rose from the 
school, but why would fish blow bubbles? Watching for a while, I realized they 
were not blowing bubbles but instead passing gas. I laughed into my regulator, 
which made my dive buddy laugh as well. About every 100th fish was farting!

Near the sloping rock bottom with occasional cup corals, the sea lions came 
to play. This herd is not as socialized as one we interacted with later in Los 
Islotes, preferring to keep their distance -- except for three adolescents. They 
wanted to train us to play a game with them, which I called “Catch the Fish,” a 
game of “keep away.”

One carried a dead fish in its mouth and its buddies tried to grab it. At 
least a dozen times, he -- or she -- dropped it on the rocks in front of us; when 
we tried to grab it, one would zoom in and get it before we could. Once, I did 
grab what was apparently a large headless damselfish, but the sea lion grabbed it 
out of my hand instantly.

Rafts of sea lions hung out on the 
surface 60 feet above, watching the 
game. Off in the blue, clouds of bigeye 
scad swam with huge schools of scis-
sortail chromis. Yellowtail surgeonfish 
seemed to be everywhere. A large green 
moray swam by, and that endless school 
of Pacific barracuda was still passing 
an hour later, apparently swimming in 
a huge circle. We ascended as a group, 
and the divemaster’s SMB alerted our RIB 
driver for a quick pickup.

That evening, we dined on bacon-
wrapped filet mignon with mashed pota-
toes, mixed vegetables, and a choice of 
wine served by grinning boat staff and 
divemasters, the tremendous dives on 
everyone’s tongue. Few divers will ever 

A RIB ready for divers

Oil Slick Reaches Bonaire
A barge apparently being towed from Panama to 

Guyana via Venezuela capsized and sank off  the coast 
of  Tobago in early February and went unreported by 
its owners. It has been leaking oil, and the slick has 
turned up on the shores of  Bonaire, 50 miles from the 
Venezuelan coast.

Trinidad and Tobago Coast Guard first spotted the 
slick on February 7, but it took time to trace its source to 
the sunken barge, with the name Gulfstream painted on its 
side, 500 feet offshore. The Coast Guard attempted to 
stem the spillage, but now Bonaire’s mangrove, fish, and 
coral ecosystems are at risk.

So far, it has not affected any popular Bonaire dive 
sites. (BBC)
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see anything like the orca vs. dolphin action. Less than five feet long with a 
small stout dorsal fin, they were not bottlenosed dolphins or a subtype, spinner 
dolphins perhaps, but they did no spinning.

Every evening, Chef Luigi and his helper produced impressive and abundant 
meals for the 22 hungry divers. The second evening’s meal was a jumbo shrimp 
and rice pilaf entre. Another evening dinner was a delicious Cajun-style seafood 
medley in a large bowl for everyone to dig into. The Mexican taco dinner came with 
a demonstration of the correct way to build, hold, and eat a taco. Having eaten 
tacos all my life, I was amazed to learn what I didn’t know about taco history and 
etiquette.

Four dives a day (none at night) was the plan, but we were disappointed to 
hear that a powerful cold front with several days of high winds was scheduled to 
hit by the afternoon of day 2, and it sure did, modifying our schedule.

The following morning, we made two more great sea lion dives among lots of 
small marine life: nudibranchs, gobies, and other critters. The water was calm, 
the visibility 70 feet or more. After lunch, the winds picked up to a constant 30 
to 40 miles per hour, creating 3- to 4-foot waves with whitecaps. Rolling off the 
RIBs was still easy, but surface recovery had become a tricky wrestling match. 
We dived the next day under these conditions with only a few bruises and mild 
strains. The boat crew avoided any real problems, although we had to skip some 
good dive sites. We retreated 40 miles south to a sheltered cove on the northwest 
end of Espiritu Santo island and made alternative plans for the rest of the week.

There’s a huge camera table with compressed air on the dive deck. Every diver 
has a semi-dry storage box under the table. Dive stations are supplied with air or 

Playing with Sea Lions
Some people believe divers should not touch or play 

with sea lions because it changes their natural behavior . I’m 
sure it does . They have only seen humans underwater for 
the last 60 years, and we have already become a new play-
mate for some sea lion colonies .

That should be stopped . But what can you do when an 
animal nips on your ear? Or steals your snorkel? Or puts its 
nose on your mask and looks into your eyes?

Of course, humans should not feed sea lions, and in the 
Sea of Cortez, some staff or people on dayboats do feed 
them.

Sea of Cortez sea lion colonies seem to be thriving . 
Thousands of people have obtained a new perspective on 
these beautiful animals, while wildlife scientists have col-
lected important data during their underwater studies .

Sea lions are intelligent and playful creatures and 
approach divers directly . But there are some rules you 
should follow . Don’t quickly reach out to touch or pet it . 
The animal sees that as aggressive and will stay away or 
become defensive . They are aware of every little move you 
make . Attract them by getting them interested .

Lorenzo, Valentina’s divemaster, taught us how to do 

that, and it’s not a courtship dance. Instead, stay still. Or 
better yet, lie on a rock or the sand, which indicates you are 
not aggressive. Then, pick up a rock, maybe sand, or a small 
object like a snorkel; they’ll notice and will likely approach.

Move slowly, especially if  reaching toward them. With 
that approach, be prepared for them to nibble your fingers 
or hand. They don’t usually bite but are surely evaluating 
you. Some speculate they are tasting you while nibbling. 
With a careful and slow approach, you may be able to pet 
and play with them.

But keep in mind these are wild animals. I was bitten 
rather aggressively twice on this trip. A firm bite on the 
back of  my leg hurt and left a small rip in my suit. The 
other happened when I was playing with a two-foot-juvenile 
sea lion in a small cave. Suddenly, a much larger one I 
didn’t see came from behind, grabbed my wetsuit hood, 
pulled it halfway off, pulling my mask up on top of  my 
head. I’m sure it was an adult, perhaps a protective mom. It 
was not a playful juvenile.

So, when diving with sea lions, respect them and enjoy 
them. But remember that you’re a clumsy and inept visitor 
in their world, and anything can happen.

– D.D.
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Nitrox via a whip. And there is a wet 
storage box underneath everyone’s dive 
station. An excellent camera tank and 
hot water showers are on the back of the 
dive deck.

Los Islotes, about 20 miles from La 
Paz, is regularly visited by day boats 
that bring dozens upon dozens of divers. 
To avoid the masses, we overnighted 
nearby and were in the water just after 
daybreak to play with the pups and juve-
niles. The large sea lion colony is more 
socialized and interactive than their 
kin to the north. We had endless fun-
filled interactions, which included 
getting our fins nibbled or tugged on, 
snorkels grabbed and even stolen. I 
ended up with more video time of sea 
lions with whiskers in my camera lens than I’ll ever need.

Here, we also swam with schools of bigeye scad, yellowtail surgeonfish, Cortez 
barracuda, mackerel sergeant majors, black or dusky damselfish, blue parrotfish in 
their colorful variations, and an occasional Moorish idol. Schools of scad were a 
mesmerizing, shining mass in the clear, sunlit water. Throughout the week, we saw 
several green turtles and one giant jawfish in the sand off Los Islotes.

My one-hour dives around Los Islotes were less than 60 feet deep, with about 
100 feet of visibility and no current. I shot several sea lions lying on the sand 
bottom in front of divemaster Lorenzo as if he were organizing a class of little 
children, intermittently pointing to each and trying to get them to follow com-
mands. They occasionally did in their sea lion way. We did not feed them, although, 
at times, the dayboats do.

Several sites we visited were a compromise to avoid the wind and high seas. 
The Fang Ming wreck and the nearby wreck of a Mexican Navy patrol boat C-59 were 
sunk on the 75-foot sand bottom for divers. Both are open for hull penetration 
but are not very exciting. The Fang Ming was festooned with lots of hydroids and 
sponges, with small critters living in them, and I got a rare shot of the usually 
shy longnose hawkfish. Here, visibility decreased to about 20 feet.

Like the rest of the ocean, the Sea of Cortez is not what it was 30 years ago 
when I first dived it. The hammerhead schools that were at El Bajo are gone. There 
seem to be fewer whale sharks. I’ve always seen huge schools mobula rays in this 
area, but locals say they have vanished. Overfishing is a significant cause. I’m 
sure poorly treated sewage from La Paz, a city of 500,000, which is dumped directly 
into the Sea of Cortez, also affects sea life. And climate change is having its 
effect everywhere.

That said, the diving is unique, exciting, and fun. Don’t put it on your 
bucket list far into the future. Go now while it still has its magical qualities. 
Visit mid-August to early November, when the water is a comfortable 82 to 84 near 
the surface and the mid-70s at depth. Winter and spring temperatures are in the 
high 60s.

And if you want to see the orcas hunting dolphins, go to Facebook and search: 
“Diventures Valentina Sea of Cortez Liveaboard November 2023.”

--D.D.

Valentina’s main salon
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Bonaire, Belize, Rangiroa, Fiji, Indonesia
 dying coral, schools of  sharks, super photography course

For several decades, we have collected readers’ 
diving trip report. Lately, it’s been heartbreaking to 
read about coral bleaching and diseases throughout 
the Caribbean and elsewhere. Researchers found that 
in the Florida Keys, only 22 percent of  the nursery-

raised staghorn coral that had been transplanted at five 
Florida reef  sites survived the 2023 summer heat wave. 
That doesn’t bode well for the efforts to restore coral 
colonies or the existing reefs. Here’s what readers say.

The Caribbean
Leslie Russum (Broomfield, CO) dived with Belize’s 

Ramon’s Village in December and reported: “The 
hard corals have been hit hard – the lettuce corals were 
100 percent bleached. The brain corals are starting to 
bleach, as are the cactus corals. The DMs said all the 
pillar corals died in the past three years. They believe if  
the water temperatures improve in a few months, there 
is hope for the coral to recover.”

From the ‘90s, Ramon’s has been Ambergris Caye’s 
go-to resort, but Russum says, “The current owner is 

not investing in the resort and dive operation. Small 
things are not being repaired. They are trying to con-
vince him to replace the Nitrox system.” Undercurrent 
reported last May that Ramon’s had replaced their boat 
windshield with ordinary window glass, which shattered 
when a bow wave hit it, lacerating a diver’s leg and per-
manently disabling her. She had to stage an expensive 
legal fight in Belize to get at least some compensation 
for her injury. https://ramons.com

The more charming Caye Caulker is 20 miles 
away, where Marcia Pederson (Deming, WA) dived in 
January with Frenchies. “Great crew. Half  Moon 
Wall was the best dive, with lots of  marine life, beauti-
ful topography, and great vis and color. Throughout 
the week, we saw many sharks, a few morays, a couple 
of  rays, a turtle, jacks, parrotfish, nudibranchs, crabs, 
good-sized groupers, lobsters, and only a few lionfish – 
lots of  big sponges, various fans, and corals. There are 
nice rooms and a good restaurant at Island Magic. Next 
time, I want to be closer to the Turneffe area to avoid 
long boat rides.” www.frenchiesdivingbelize.com

Bonaire residents have worked hard to stem Stony 
Coral Tissue Loss Disease, but it’s a losing battle. Larry 
Klumb (Lithia, FL) stayed at Captain Don’s Habitat 
in December, saying, “The reefs are under aggres-
sive attack from SCTLD and bleaching, and 60-70 
percent seem affected. Lack of  large fish; in a week, 
no nurse sharks, no eagle rays, a few small southern 
rays, plenty of  lionfish, and small fish. Captain Don’s 

The reefs are under aggressive attack from 
SCTLD and bleaching, and 60-70 percent 
seem affected.

Our undercover author’s bio: The author is a master diver who has been diving for more than 30 years, making 1600 dives 
worldwide. Retired from rebreather and technical diving, he is a DAN undersea referral physician and has written many articles for 
Undercurrent. 

Divers Compass: Southwest Airlines flies to La Paz from Phoenix; 
Aeromexico from LA . . . . Cabo San Lucas, served by many air-
lines with cheaper flights, is about 90 miles south . . . . 
Valentina staff will arrange a shuttle for the picturesque ride 
to La Paz from the San Juan del Cabo airport . . . . My trip was 
approximately $3000 for six days/seven nights, plus airfare . . 
. Tanks are aluminum 80s or 60s . . . . rental gear is avail-
able . . . . Nitrox is about $8 a cylinder . . . . beer was free 
anytime after diving, as was a glass of wine with dinner; liquor 

was about $8 a drink, additional wine $8 . . . . WiFi cost $50 for the week . . 
. . Tipping is directed to a “kitty” for all crew to share. (I gave my divemaster 
an additional $10 per dive) . . . . Tourist rules say that after you disembark 
a ship, you must overnight at a Mexican hotel before flying out, but some in our 
group ignored it . . . . The Valentina dives the Revillagigedos during the winter 
season . . . . https://www.valentinaliveaboard.com
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has been renovated; the restaurant was well run [with 
good food], remarkable burger and fries, excellent ribs, 
chicken, and fish barbecue . . . . The dive operation 
hadn’t been updated in years. The storage lockers are 
the dregs. The one ladder to access the house reef  was 
in disrepair, with the railing collapsed during the week.” 
[Eds note: word has it that they ran out of  money; 
updating the dive operation is on the agenda.] . . . . 

www.habitatbonaire.com Buddy’s next door was in 
far better shape, with less expensive meals and excellent 
dive facilities. www.buddydive.com

While we prefer Cozumel’s small hotels and dive 
operators like Aldora and Living Underwater, one 
luxury and pricey hotel, Occidental, stands out. Jon 
Hoffmann (Gainesville, GA) reports, “We have stayed 
at over six resorts in Cozumel; this was our 2nd stay at 
the Occidental, 4-plus-star rated and all-inclusive, like a 
cruise ship on land (it’s not for everyone), with whatever 
activity you want. There are 10 three-story complexes, 
a 100-yard boardwalk over a mangrove swamp to get 
to the beach and dive shop. We dived with Pro Dive, 
which is onsite, but other operators will pick you up at 
the hotel dock. The Occidental is far south with less 
boat time to the better dive spots; you return to the 
hotel for intervals. Everyone at Pro Dive was profes-
sional and fun. You must lug your gear, set up your 
tanks, and rinse and store your stuff. Expect to see mul-
tiple boats at every dive site and groups prowling below. 
84°F at the bottom in November for most dives. Most 
sites have SCTLD, with some looking like a desert that 
received a dusting of  snow. Most reefs are still healthy, 
but some have patches of  completely white coral with 
a “desert dusting” of  white on corals in the periphery.” 

www.barcelo.com/en-gb/occidental-cozumel 
www.aldora.com www.living-underwater.com

Even CoCo View Resort on Roatan says Jon J. 
Watkins (Kasilof, AK), who’s made more than 1000 
dives, is affected. “I was shocked by the massive bleach-
ing and algae everywhere. Clearly, the reef  is dying – 
excessive island building without controlling untreated 
dumping into the ocean. Still, CoCo View is an excel-
lent facility with excellent people. I would trust my 
grandchildren to dive here. They take out groups as 
large as 13 with a single dive guide. A diver got stung 
by a lionfish, but they handled it without disrupting the 
other divers. A one-tank dive per trip is the norm. They 
‘let’ you dive all you want on the dead reef  they call 
the front yard . . . . I was taken aback by the request of  
another 15 percent per person in our party in tips – not 
including vessel crew!” www.cocoviewresort.com

Saba is a unique island with unusual diving, and 
we’ve heard no reports of  significant coral damage. 
Rick Feinleib (Reston, VA), there in October, said, 
“Most everyone lives above 300 m elevation; there are 
under 2000 permanent residents, small hotels and cot-
tage rentals, and a few very good restaurants. Visibility 
was usually over 30 m. Subsurface topographies varied 
greatly, with occasional narrow swim-thrus. Sites are 
between 5 and 20 minutes away. Man O’War Shoals 
was one of  the three best dives I have ever had: clouds 
of  fish (durgons, triggers, parrots, angels, chromis, 
wrasse, damsels, butterflies, tangs, squirrels, fairy bass-
lets, drums, yellowtail snappers, grunts), turtles, lobsters, 
rays, nudis, barracudas, puffers, all among two pillars 
that extend from 110 feet up to 20 feet. Even the safety 
stop is a show! Sea Saba has two new boats, each with 
long padded benches, easy stride entries, and a good 
exit ladder. Gear is rinsed, dried, and set up on the boat 
for you. Competent divemasters who knew the reefs and 
currents. www.seasaba.com

We reported on the tragic death of  Dive Bequia 
owner Robert Sachs in December. Tom Flaherty 
(Marsworth, UK) was there in January and reported 
that “Kathy (Robert’s wife/partner) reopened the shop. 
Polite, friendly, and helpful, the staff  did a great job 
in difficult circumstances. We regularly found octo-

Clouds of  fish: Durgons, triggers, parrots, 
angels, chromis, wrasse, damsels, butterflies, 
tangs, squirrels, fairy basslets, drums, yellowtail 
snappers, grunts), turtles, lobsters, rays, nudis, 
barracudas, puffers.

Independent Reader’s Reports Are Invaluable
They are your opportunity to tell everyone about your 

dive trip. Unedited and unmoderated, your reports will 
brief  other subscribers about dive resorts you’ve visited and 
liveaboards you have taken. Don’t hold back. You can tell 
both the good and the bad and everything in between. Over 
11,000 entries have become essential reading for traveling 

divers. You can post photos. It’s easy to post a report of  
your last dive trip. And your fellow divers will be thankful. 
File your report at www.undercurrent.org /SubRR, and 
we will also include it in this year’s Chapbook, which will be 
sent to readers in early December.

https://www.undercurrent.org/SubRR
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puses, arrow crabs, and other small critters in the grass. 
In deeper water, we saw impressive sponges, lots of  
morays, and a good variety of  fish, but few ‘table-sized’ 
fish. We saw squid, octopuses hunting and flashing col-
ors, puffers, bannerfish, two large seahorses, scrawled 
filefish. The Cathedral was sensational with waving 
tree-like corals abutting a lovely coral slope.” Bequia is 

a charming island with under 5,000 residents, 10 miles 
south of  St. Vincent. www.divebequia.com

Fiji, Fakarova, and Lembeh
So far, Fiji reefs have avoided bleaching, but one of  

Fiji’s favorite resorts has become less appealing to seri-
ous divers. Tim Nugent (Huntington Beach, CA) chose 
Volivoli Beach Resort “based on past Undercurrent 
reviews, and it truly lived up to the term ‘Resort.’ It’s 
well laid out on a fantastic point of  land with great 
island architecture, top-notch construction, and a 
friendly staff. The food was good, but about half  of  it 
wasn’t what we were used to.” www.volivoli.com

While serious divers could once had days of  top-
notch diving, that may have passed. He says, “Ra 
Divers has five capable dive boats. The marine park 
is in the famous Bligh Waters, an hour away. On our 
first day, because new groups of  divers were aboard, 
we went to reefs about 15 minutes away. If  everyone 
checked out OK, we could go to the marine park 

tomorrow. Or, if  the divers didn’t measure up, the rest 
of  the dives may have to stay local. 20-40 feet visibility, 
hardly any fish life, and nothing but rubble below 30 
feet. The reef  tops at 10-15 feet had colorful, dense 
hard corals. The multiple swim-thrus were packed 
with beautiful soft corals, but I was underwhelmed. 
On day four we did make it out to the marine park for 
Fiji’s best diving; 50-80 feet visibility, densely packed 
hard and soft corals and enough fish to stock most 
of  the world’s aquariums, and lots of  pelagic preda-
tors. Out of  several diving days, we only made it to 
the marine park three times. Whenever a new group 
showed up, the staff  went to local reefs to check them 
out. Why don’t they run additional boats for more 
experienced divers? In my opinion, they’re saving 
fuel and crew costs. I won’t dive with Volivoli again.” 
www.volivoli.com/scuba-diving-fiji

Their website says Hand Picked Bligh Water Dive Sites 
– With over 90 dive sites, we have great diving options for nearly 
all weather conditions. Take a look and plan your next dive in 
the Bligh Water with Ra Divers – It’s not worth an 11-hour 
flight from Los Angeles only to find that inexperienced 
divers dictate the diving. Of  course, this isn’t the only 
dive operator in the world pulling the old bait and 
switch.

One downside of  Indonesian diving is a day or two 
of  travel time to remote operations. So, consider the 
unique tropical diving in French Polynesia, under 
nine hours from SFO or LAX, and only a 2-3 hour 
time zone difference. In October, Kelley McDaneld 
(Steamboat Springs, CO) Flew to Fakarava and stayed 
at Havaiki Lodge in a beach bungalow. “Nice, but 
nothing compares to the Indonesian style of  lodging. 
Dove with O2 Divers. Almost all dives are deco. Our 

It was a horizontal current, but one diver was 
doing head-over-heels flips.

Dive Ladder Severs Fingers
Dear Ben,

I recently had the end of  one of  my fingers severed 
by a folding ladder that freakishly caught my finger in the 
space between the rung and metal attachment piece while 
on a snorkeling tour in a lagoon on Moorea in Tahiti. It’s 
very painful and actually disables you mostly because of  
the nerve damage; I’m unable to bend the finger down as it 
feels the knuckle will break for some reason.

My friend said the ladder pinched her finger and it 
hurt but fortunately it didn’t catch it how it caught mine. 
It sounds like the same scenario; I was getting into the 
water facing outward when I my arm was pulled up after I 
jumped off  and it turned me a bit and I felt a tug on my fin-
ger tip. It was weird so I looked at it to make sure it wasn’t 
cut or something and what I saw was the tiny bone of  my 

finger sticking clean up. The only thing that could have 
caught it was a small space between ladder rung and attach-
ment. When I jumped in the water, the swell must have 
brought the ladder up, putting my finger in the way as my 
hand was a little behind me when I let go as I was jumping 
in. It’s the only thing around that had a space small or big 
enough to somehow catch my finger in.

 – Sailor De Camp
Undercurrent replies: All divers should be aware that their 

boat can injure them if  it’s moving in an ocean swell. It can 
hit you with the hull, and if  the ladder hinges, it can strike 
you as you attempt to climb on. The hands are particularly 
vulnerable to getting them crushed at the top of  a hinging 
ladder, a common mounting on a day boat. Take care.
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divemaster, JC, forgot his computer, and we had to 
return to the shop after making it halfway to the dive 
– which meant the current in the pass would be super-
strong. It was a horizontal current, but one diver was
doing head-over-heels flips. Tons of  gray reef  sharks
at 100 feet and many colorful reef  fish throughout the
dive. www.havaiki.com www.o2fakarava.com

In North Fakarava, we dove with Top Dive. 
Definitely the most adventurous part of  the trip. Sharks 
were everywhere. We saw grays, blackfins, blacktips, 
and whitetips in great numbers. The food at Moto Aitu 
was horrible, except for the fresh tuna. They wouldn’t 
let us go below 100 feet because we didn’t have our 
‘deep dive’ certification, though we were Rescue divers. 
I guess we need to fork over $ to PADI for that certifica-
tion if  we go back. Diving was OK in the Tiputa pass 
at Rangiroa. The highlights were the dolphins, at times 
interactive. In the future, we would do all our diving 
on Fakarava North and South, spend a few nights on 
a high island such as Huahine, and do some hiking. 
www.topdive.com/scuba-diving-fakarava

The Marquesas (3-hour flight) apparently can 
have great diving, but it has variable visibility and 
is advanced, according to our DM at O2.” French 
Polynesia can be rustic, not as upscale as many 
Indonesian dive operations, but if  you’re adven-
turous, you’ll have more to write home about. 
Read about McDonald’s adventurous trip at 
http://tinyurl.com/td5ccejt.

If  you want to refine your macro photograph skills, 
there’s no better place than Indonesia’s Lembeh 
Resort. Richard Shifreen (Madison, WI) was there for 
January’s annual Capturing Critters Underwater Photography 
Workshop. “The facilities are excellent, as is the food. 
The workshop is for photographers and videographers 
with varied skills and interests. You needn’t be an 
expert. Our group had cameras ranging from housed 
cell phones to compact cameras with simple lighting 
to complex mirrorless systems with specialized hous-
ing and lighting. Photo editing was a significant part of  
the workshop; you need a laptop with Lightroom and 
Photoshop to get the most out of  the program. We had 
three guest professionals and the resort’s photo pro. 
Each day was non-stop seminars, workshops, and three 
boat dives. The guides found interesting subjects and 
helped with lighting. We received individual attention. 
Wonderful resort.” Sign up for next January’s Workshop 
www.lembehresort.com

Diving Like It Was Done Forty Years Ago
A long-time Undercurrent member with a thousand 

dives under his weight belt dived in January with Blue 
Water Divers on Grand Turk Island. He was 

amazed that “the shop operated two small pangas, set 
up for eight divers each, with the only staff  member on 
the panga being the panga operator, gear handler, and 
guide. No one was in the panga when we dived, a clear 
threat to our safety and well-being. This is the normal 
mode of  operation of  the other main dive operator, 
Grand Turk Diving. My wife and I decided to accept 
the risk and dive. The pangas were beached stern-first 
in the wave break zone. With the assistance of  the 
jack-of-all-trades guide, you had to step on the moving 
platform, over the gunnel, and grab hold of  something 
to prevent falling. Hard for us 80-year-olds, but even 
the young folks had problems. And your gear got sandy. 
The guide allowed divers to do their dives with little 
supervision. The guide led the dive out and returned 
to the panga area after 45 minutes, and immediately 
left the water to assist divers returning to the boat. 
Climbing a tiny 3-step ladder is doable but not comfort-
able.” www.grandturkscuba.com

I understand his concern. Diving without a guide 
can be disconcerting when you’re not expecting it. Yet, 
that’s how Grand Truk dive operators have done it 
since I was first there in the 1980s. Back then, many 
dive operations elsewhere dived that way, and I didn’t 
give much thought to it (but I do now, as I’m no lon-
ger an immortal youth). Times have changed, but it’s 
unlikely dive ops on Grand Turk will. If  you dive there, 
you’ll be about 100-200 yards offshore, so I hope you’re 
in good enough shape to make the swim.

– Ben Davison

.















    
        


It’s chock-full of information . Go for it.

https://www.lulu.com/shop/ben-davison-and-rich-gelber-and-debra-saleny-and-john-bantin/the-2024-travelin-divers-chapbook/paperback/product-7kkejdm.html
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Diving the Avelo System
 Is the advantage enough?

My wife and I took a two-week trip to Bonaire in 
mid-December, where we signed up for Avelo training 
offered by Dive Friends. It was indeed an interesting 
experience.

The Avelo System is new and innovative diving 
equipment that allows you to dive differently than with 
traditional equipment. The tank system, called the 
Hydrotank, consists of  a flexible bladder that holds 
the gas inside a rigid outer shell. The Hydrotank can 
hold up to 106 cu. ft. of  gas if  filled to its rated pres-
sure of  300 bar/4350 
psi. The harness, back 
plate, pump, and battery 
are called the Jetpack. 
The system weighs some-
what less than traditional 
equipment with an AL80 
cylinder.

The unique feature 
is that you don’t need a 
buoyancy compensator. 
The tank has an internal 
bladder filled with breathing gas. One controls buoy-
ancy by pushing a button mounted on the tank that 
pumps water into the cylinder, compressing the air-filled 
bladder. Their website says that their tank is “buoy-
ant and can become lighter or heavier by using water 
from its environment. Its operating concept is like a 
submarine that adds or removes water to maintain neu-
tral buoyancy.” There is no compressible/expandable 
bubble with the Avelo System as there is with a BC, the 
factor most responsible for changes in buoyancy associ-
ated with changes in depth when using a BC.

Bonaire is one of  only three destinations (another is 
on Southern California’s Catalina Island, the other is 
in Sydney, Australia) where they offer training. We took 
a one-day, two-dive Recreational Avelo Diver (RAD) 
course, and the following day, we made two additional 
guided dives. Later in our visit, we rented Avelos for 
three independent dives, for seven dives total.

Training
The RAD course starts with a well-designed eLearn-

ing exercise in three sections: concepts behind tradi-
tional and Avelo diving, the components of  the Avelo 
System, and the procedures for using the Avelo System. 
After a review of  the eLearning information and a 

detailed demonstration for assembling and using the 
Avelo equipment, we were off  for our two certifications.

Then, we were off  for two certification shore dives 
at the Something Special site, across the street from the 
Dive Friends dive shop. The first dive was mainly get-
ting used to the Avelo System, which included a weight 
check at the surface, achieving neutral buoyancy, and 
swimming around at different depths.

I needed four pounds of  weight in the Hydrotank 
base to adjust buoyancy. 
My wife used three. I 
was pleased with the 
ease of  achieving neu-
tral buoyancy and depth 
independence. The 
second dive, we worked 
on our skills: doffing 
and donning, simulated 
pump running, simulat-
ed loss of  ballast water 
by purging at depth, a 
shared gas ascent, and 

deploying the integrated SMB at the surface. The two 
simulated failures were easy to deal with. Their extra 
weight was not difficult to swim with, and one could 
always open the purge valve. Loss of  ballast water only 
resulted in minimal lightness, and swimming was still 
not difficult. For either failure, one would calmly ter-
minate the dive. After completing the second dive, we 
were RAD-certified.

We made two additional guided dives on the second 
day to become more familiar with the system. Dive 
Friends requires four guided dives before they rent 
Avelo for independent diving. Our instructor and guide, 
Stephanie, was phenomenal. We made the dives with 
a modified Scubapro G2 dive console that includes the 
Avelo Mode. It was interesting to see our dive profiles, 
gas consumption rates, and where we fell in the optimal 
buoyancy range.

Several days later, we rented Avelo gear for a three-
dive day. We picked up two Jetpacks, six Hydrotanks, 
and four batteries, and off  we went. We were slow set-
ting up the system but improved with practice. The 
dives went well; we had excellent neutral buoyancy, 
controlled by our breathing and gently swimming up 
and down. I appreciated the equipment’s lighter weight. 
I have a relatively low gas consumption rate to begin 
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with. Though my gas consumption was improving 
slightly over my three independent Avelo dives, I was 
unable to get down to my usual average gas consump-
tion rate. Gaining more familiarity with the equipment 
may help.

Is Avelo the diving of the future?
I don’t know. They need to have far more train-

ing centers but say they will open several Avelo Dive 
Centers in 2024 to offer professional and recreational 
training and serve as hubs for expansion. Avelo equip-
ment will be available for sale later this year, and I’ll be 
interested in seeing the price set.

I also think it will be important for Avelo’s success to 
have dive computer manufacturers add an Avelo Mode 
on their computer platforms.

Our experience with the Avelo System in Bonaire 
was interesting and enlightening. The two-dive RAD 
course and two additional guided dives cost $700 each. 
The daily Avelo rental was $110 per person.

I’m glad I was certified and had additional experi-
ence with Avelo. I’m not sure I will be diving the Avelo 
System again. I am a reasonably experienced diver 
with good buoyancy control and gas consumption. The 
advantages of  Avelo are less for me than they might be 
to others. Avelo is an interesting system that has made 
its way to being available for the diving public to expe-
rience. Time will tell how this eventually works out. I 
think most of  us are skeptical of  changes in devices we 
are used to. Some of  them are successful, some of  them 
are not. As a child, my prized possession was a battery-
powered transistor radio. Today, I carry a smartphone 
that can do wonders.

 – Craig Wood, Florida

Undercurrent Comments
The Avelo system is an innovative product looking 

for acceptance by all levels of  divers.
One common criticism, often by divers who have not 

tested it, is that it offers a solution to a problem divers 

An Unpleasant Experience for a Novice Diver
Most Undercurrent subscribers are experienced divers who 

may depend little on dive guides and take care of  them-
selves underwater.

But we know that they have a great responsibility, not 
only for the ultimate safety of  their divers but also for ensur-
ing they enjoy a good experience. Most dive guides manage 
these responsibilities well and discreetly.

On some difficult dives, experienced divers may grumble 
afterward about how the guide wasn’t helpful. Still, a less 
experienced diver may be nearly overcome with fear, strug-
gling to survive and exit the water. Here’s one who wrote 
us about a troublesome experience on a liveaboard in 
Queensland, Australia, where the guide failed her.

A relatively inexperienced diver with around 35 dives, 
she told us, “I thought the dive group leader was unprofes-
sional, and I felt unsafe. She advised us not to pair up but to 
stay together in one group of  eight and follow her. From the 
second day, the currents were strong and affected our dive. 
Also, the vague dive plans were sometimes changed by the 
captain yelling over the swell once all the divers were in the 
water and while some divers had started descending.”

She asked the guide to check the current direction before 
the dives, but the request fell on deaf  ears.

“The ‘big’ dive on the trip, in an area famous for manta 
rays, was the worst dive experience I’ve had. The guide 
didn’t check the current before we got in the water, and 

some divers had already descended while the captain and 
guide were arguing over changing the dive plan. The whole 
dive was a constant slog against the current.

The dive guide appeared not to bother to shepherd 
those less experienced and swam off  ahead into the current, 
leaving those less accomplished divers to follow along as best 
they could.

“Even though I’m reasonably fit,” she told Undercurrent, 
“I struggled to keep up. Some divers fell so far behind they 
weren’t visible at all. One diver had to pull himself  along 
the rocks on the bottom. Another diver signaled to her he 
was low on air, but she just nodded and carried on.

“Exhausted and confused, we had no option but to try 
and keep up with her. When I finally caught up to her, I 
had only 700 psi remaining because the pace of  swimming 
had chewed through my air. (The tanks had only been filled 
to 2500 psi.) By the time we surfaced, I had little air in my 
tank.”

The whole experience has shaken her faith in dive 
guides.

Have you experienced a dive guide who was 
unsympathetic to your needs or abilities or those of  
other divers? How did you or they handle it? Write to 
BenDDavison@undercurrent.org, telling us about it, 
but not forgetting to add your town and state.
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don’t have . That problem, while never clearly defined, 
seems to be that a well-trained diver doesn’t have buoy-
ancy problems and doesn’t need the Avelo .

Perhaps . But in a Zoom podcast, Dan Orr was quite 
pleased with how he could rise from the depths to the 
surface with an Avelo and did not need to adjust his 
buoyancy along the way . It made his dive a little easier . 

The Avelo system weighs less than an 80 cu . ft . tank, 
what the manufacturer sees as its rough equivalent . 
Furthermore, a diver can wear less weight and doesn’t 
need a cumbersome BCD to wear or lug around . The 
Avelo system can contain your weight so that a weight 
belt won’t be required . Because you need less weight 
(and have less drag), Avelo claims it will decrease your 
air consumption . Experienced divers will surely have 
less improvement than divers just getting started .

Bear in mind, because the human body is incom-
pressible, its buoyancy is not affected by depth . A BC is 
conventionally used to compensate for the changes in 
buoyancy of the wetsuit as it gets compressed, and the 
changing mass of the air remaining in the tank .

That said, an Avelo system has its disadvantages .
1 .  Setting up and changing over between dives is 

more time-consuming than handling traditional 
gear.

2.	 The standard 10-liter tank is very tall and uncom-
fortable to don on benches or a boat seat.

3.	 On the surface, a filled BC will raise your head 
clear of  the water, making it easier to be spotted 
from an RIB. With an Avelo, you may ride lower 
and need to keep breathing from your regulator or 
use a snorkel in choppy water. 

Our Avelo tester said, “We both felt perfectly com-
fortable on the surface after the Avelo dives and did 
not need a snorkel, but we may want one in certain 
circumstances. When drift diving in SE Florida’s 
big seas, I sometimes breathe through my regulator 
while waiting for pickup in my standard back inflate 
BC and do not carry a snorkel.”

4.	 As they say, Keep it Simple, Stupid. Adding more 
essential items to gear means more can go wrong. 
The Avelo has a mechanical pump and purge, an 
electrical switch, a battery, and water seals, add-
ing to things that can go wrong underwater. If  the 
pump doesn’t function, you can’t add water for bal-
last. 

Buoyancy will increase so slowly that it shouldn’t 
be a problem and can be controlled by swimming. 
Craig Wood added, “For any failures, one would 

assess the ramifications and decide whether to call 
the dive, just like you do with standard equipment. 
A stuck BCD inflater may be a more dangerous 
equipment failure that could lead to an uncon-
trolled ascent if  one fails to disconnect the inflator 
hose or vent their BC adequately.”

5.	 The Avelo has no pockets for storage. One could 
add pockets to the waist belt wetsuit or drysuit. 
In tropical waters, some divers wear shorts with 
pockets.

6.	 While you carry less weight than with conventional 
gear, in an emergency, you can’t drop your weights 
if  you have placed them in the slots of  the tank 
boot. 

If  this is a concerns, one can wear a weight belt 
with weights or releasable weight pockets, though 
this eliminates one advantage of  the Avelo system.

7.	 The Avelo cannot provide immediate buoyancy, as 
can a BCD, either with an inflator or adding air 
orally, to assist a rapid, controlled ascent. With an 
Avelo, you would vent your ballast as you swam to 
assist your ascent.

What’s the Future?
Only time will tell if  the Avelo System catches on. 

While the price has not yet been set, it will not be inex-
pensive. If  divers travel with the Jet Pack, dive operators 
will need to have the Avelo tanks available. If  divers 
rent the entire system at their destination, it will drive 
up the cost of  a dive trip. There are plenty of  divers 

In California, Bring 
Hammers on Your Dive
In an ironic twist in conservation efforts, California 

divers are encouraged to smash sea urchins with ham-
mers. In many parts of  the world scientists are con-
cerned that sea urchin populations are declining, with 
resultant uncontrolled growth of  algae on rocks and cor-
als. But not in California, where scientists have declared 
war on sea urchins. The spiny invertebrates are gobbling 
up coastal kelp faster than it can reproduce.

The trouble lies in the recent demise of  the sea 
urchins’ key predator, sea stars, which eat them. 
According to scientists, global climate change has caused 
the Pacific Ocean to overheat, and it’s killing the sea 
stars. On beaches in Mendocino and Monterey, fish and 
game wardens are now encouraging recreational divers 
to bring hammers on their dives to smash any urchins 
they see.
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Tipping for Divers; Part 1
 will we learn from the Europeans?

Next month, we will carry a story about how 
Undercurrent subscribers tip on their dive travels. About 
90 percent are Americans or Canadians, known world-
wide as the highest tippers, so we thought we would 
begin by providing a European perspective.

Europeans consider tipping a private matter and like 
to be discreet about it. When I asked a British under-

water photo-trip leader, Alex Tattersall of  Underwater 
Visions, who leads trips abroad, how much he suggested 
his fellow passengers tip, he said he advised them “to 
tip as much as they felt comfortable with. It is a private 
matter.”

When it comes to trips abroad, Europeans tend to 
have much longer vacation allowances, and six weeks 
per year is not uncommon. They like to take long holi-
days, meaning they must spread their spending money 
over one long period or several trips in a year, which 
means they may be less generous with tips.

Europeans may look rather stingy when it comes to 
tipping in comparison to their American counterparts. 
But we know that in less developed countries, money 
goes much further than it does for us. For example, a 
course of  broad spectrum antibiotics may cost only a 
few dollars in Indonesia. Local workers always seem 
grateful for any extra money they are given.

Tipping amounts can be very variable. The one time 
I took it upon myself  to collect all the tips on behalf  
of  the (European) passengers on a two-week trip to 
Aladabra, one passenger gave $400, whereas another 
couple contributed a £5 bill (slightly more than $6)!

Caroline Vitalini of  Scuba Travel told Undercurrent, 

“It’s a bit of a hot topic, especially when some U .S . sup-
pliers seem to be suggesting 20 percent of the trip cost 
as standard . We always tell people to tip what they feel 
comfortable with .”

“After a seven-day trip on a liveaboard in Egypt, 
with 18 passengers, Brits are usually advised to leave 
around $75 per passenger for the crew of around ten, 
and $75/person for the dive guides . We don’t make 
tipping recommendations for other destinations as it 
should be discretionary and reflect the level of service .”

Werner Lau, a respected German dive center opera-
tor formerly in Egypt and Indonesia, and now only the 
Maldives (Werner Lau Diving Centers), suggests for a one-
week liveaboard tip his customers each tip, “$100 for 
the crew and $100 for the guide .”

He opined that the worst tippers were the British 
and the French, closely followed by the Italian and 
Spanish, with the Austrians and the Germans not as 
generous as the Swiss .

Londoner Mark Murphy of Oyster Diving leads dive 
trips abroad . He told Undercurrent he’d just taken a 
group to the Bahamas, and they tipped around $20 per 
person per day for day boats . “When we chartered a 
boat in the Galapagos, the dive guide suggested the rec-
ommended tip was 10 percent of the cost of the whole 
holiday, including air flights – around £650 ($820) per 
person . People were really upset as they thought it was 
really taking the biscuit . When you have people who 
have spent four years or so saving up for the trip, that is 
a huge chunk of their monthly wage .”

Alexander Bryant of Emperor Divers said, “In the 
Maldives, there is a compulsory 10 percent service 
charge . Emperor does not actually charge this as it goes 
against our monied-extras policy . Therefore, we recom-
mend $150 per person per week . Whatever is short, we 
top up from our own funds so that the crew receives a 
min of $150 per guest per week .

“In Egypt, there is no compulsory service charge, so 
we recommend $100 per guest, and whatever is short, 
we top up from the company .”

“Europeans may look rather stingy when 
it comes to tipping, but we know that in less 
developed countries, money goes much further than 
it does for us.”

willing to spend big money for diving, and Avelo only 
needs a share of  that market. The Avelo company is 
banking on divers finding the advantages over current 
gear enough to make the switch.

We shall see.
– Ben Davison

For an excellent video of  the Avelo System (featuring 
its developer Avihad Cahana and Dan Orr, who was 
trained with the system) presented by Ken Kurtis of  
Reef  Seeker, go https://tinyurl.com/ywav7k5j.

The Avelo website is https://diveavelo.com



15

He says, “Americans clearly tip the best. Aussies and 
Brits are second best. Russians tip well, but way down 
at the bottom are the Europeans, especially the Dutch 
(who often tip only $50 for a week).”

Over the 25 years I made back-to-back dive trips 
as the Technical Editor of  Diver Magazine (U.K.). I was 
usually hosted. I was paid a modest stipend, and any 
additional expenses I incurred, including tips, were 
reimbursed. I concluded that it’s best to tip no more 
than the usual or expected amount, whatever that 
may be. Being too generous may do damage, as I once 
learned.

After a dusty trip to Gallipoli, I was so pleased 

with how a shoeshine boy outside the Blue Mosque in 
Istanbul renovated my shoes that I gave him a $20 tip. 
The other shoeshine boys took umbrage and beat him 
to a pulp. I often wonder if  he thought it was worth the 
money.

If  you feel you’d like to tip me for researching 
and writing this piece, please send the money to Ben 
Davison. I’m sure he’d forward it to me!

– John Bantin
PS: What are your thoughts about dive travel 

tipping? Email us at 
BenDDavison@undercurrent.com

Should I Insure Old Scuba Gear?
Hi Ben,
We’ve used DAN equipment insurance for many 

years and have had one issue with a flooded camera, 
and we were satisfied with the underwater flood cover-
age.

However, on our last dive with Sea & Sea, YS2 
flashes on separate dives both flooded. It turns out that 
because there wasn’t an event that caused the damage 
and that the flooding was a failure due to age, they 
were not covered.

Why was I paying to cover something that they 
weren’t going to honor repair? It may have been that 
Sea & Sea no longer sold parts to repair this model, 

which was actually the trigger for not covering repair/
replacement. Anyway, it would be worth noting that 
after a certain point in the life of  equipment it’s no lon-
ger worth paying for insurance. What is that date? To 
have a resource to determine that would be helpful.

– Cindy Black

It’s not uncommon for divers with equipment insur-
ance to find out that their insurer will pay them little 
money, if  any, because their equipment is too old. DAN 
insurance, underwritten by H20, has changed how they 
determine what to reimburse you and says it will be the 
lesser of  (1) the cost of  reasonably restoring that proper-
ty to its condition immediately before loss or damage or 

Recycle Your Old Wetsuits
Over the years, many subscribers have asked us how to 

recycle their old wetsuits. After all, neoprene is not rubber. 
It’s not biodegradable or compostable.

It’s a synthetic rubber material formally called polychlo-
roprene, with a landfill life of  hundreds of  years.

Unfortunately, the only guidance we’ve answered was 
that all they could do was trash them. There was no com-
mercial recycling.

Now comes Lava Rubber ( www.lavarubber.com), 
a forward-thinking company specializing in recycling and 
transforming materials like old wetsuits into innovative and 
eco-friendly items like slippers, coasters, and yoga mats. It’s 
joined with Diveheart, a nonprofit organization that pro-
vides scuba diving opportunities for people with disabilities, 

and Scuba.com’s two retail outlets (Costa Mesa, CA, and 
New York City) to collect and recycle unwanted wetsuits.

Scuba.com is conducting a promotion with the Beneath 
the Sea scuba show in Secaucus, New Jersey, March 22-24, 
a third opportunity to drop off  old neoprene.

Spend a few bucks – it’s worth it given all the enjoyment 
you’ve had on pristine reefs – and send your clean, obso-
lete wetsuit or drysuit to Lava Rubber, Attn: Upcycle, 151 
Industrial Way E #A1, Eatontown, NJ 07724.

PS: Why not ask your local dive shop to collect old neo-
prene and send it on for recycling? They might balk at the 
cost, but would not we environmentally conscious divers be 
happy to pay our shops a few bucks to rid ourselves of  the 
guilt for dumping our neoprene into a landfill?
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Immaculate Conception? In February, the 
Aquarium & Shark Lab by Team ECCO, located in 
Hendersonville (N.C.), announced its stingray Charlotte 
was pregnant. Yet, they had no male stingrays in her 
tank. Scientists have concluded that the pregnancy is a 
rare process called parthenogenesis, in which the eggs 
develop independently without fertilization and create a 
clone of  the mother.

Sharks Are Remarkable. Chelsea Black, a 
researcher studying shark migrations off  Jupiter, FL, 
published an image of  a silky shark that was regenerat-
ing a dorsal fin, ripped off  when someone removed a 
satellite tag her team had attached. Last June, the same 
silky reappeared off  Jupiter, giving researchers the rare 
opportunity to observe the shark’s recovery over 232 
days. They found that the shark’s dorsal fin was almost 
back to 90 percent of  its original size, having regener-
ated more than half  of  what had been cut off  nearly 
eight months previously.

Dive Light Travel Warning. Harvey S. Cohen 
(Middletown, NJ) tells Undercurrent he was at Tokyo’s 
Narita airport in mid-February, transferring to a flight 
to the U.S. He had his old Sola SF Dive 800 and a new 
Sola SF Dive 1200 light in his carry-on. The security 
screener insisted that the lights be carried unscrewed. 
He could unscrew the 1200 but not the 800, so they 

confiscated it. The screener showed him the relevant 
entry in his rule book, and it clearly required lights with 
lithium batteries to be carried open. Most modern dive 
lights have removable battery packs now, but older ones 
have integral batteries, which are less easily accessible. 
The rule exists in many countries (not the U.S.), so be 
advised.

Whales Having a Gay Old Time. Two male 
humpback whales have been observed having sex 
together. Despite decades of  research on humpback 
whales, sightings of  the male’s penis have been rare. 
Copulation by the species had never been documented 
by people – until now, when two photographers cap-

tured images of  a sexual encounter between two male 
whales off  the coast of  Hawaii. This makes the photos, 
taken by Lyle Krannichfeld and Brandi Romano, the 

Flotsam & Jetsam

(2) the cost of  replacing that property with substantially 
identical property. 

How does property get valued? The best way is for 
you to find advertised sales of  an identical or similar 
item of  the same age from a dependable source (your 
dive shop, eBay, or other online sources). Better yet, see 
if  you can find proof  of  sale of  such an item.

If  one can’t come up with evidence of  the product’s 
current value (so repair or replacement can be com-
pared), the insurance company may turn to a deprecia-
tion schedule. According to The Curley Adjustment 
Bureau, a consultant to the insurance industry on value, 
cameras have a 14-year life, while scuba gear has a 
10-year life. While insurers may use different schedules, 
this provides a benchmark for estimating your gear’s 
value.

When you file a claim, there is often a deductible, 
reducing your reimbursement. DAN insurance deduct-
ibles range from $100-$250.

If  you decide to apply for insurance, don’t value 
your five-year-old gear at the price you paid because 
you’ll be paying for a value that won’t hold for the 
insurance company. If  you paid $5,000 for your gear 
five years ago and seek that coverage, the price is $213. 
But, it’s perhaps worth half  that today, so insure it at 
$2500 and pay $106.

For what it’s worth, aside from one expensive cam-
era I owned, I decided equipment insurance wasn’t 
worth it; it was unlikely I would lose or damage my 
gear (though airlines might, but I had other coverage 
for that), and if  I did, the hassle of  filing and the small 
about of  money at stake for old gear, especially after the 
deductible, wasn’t worth it.

We have a more detailed article on the web, which 
looks at homeowner’s insurance and other options, 
which you may read here: 
https://tinyurl.com/5n6h9fmf

– Ben Davison
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first evidence of  homosexual behavior in humpback 
whales as well as the first sighting of  sex in the species.

UN World Open Day Photo Competition. 
Dive Photo Guide is collaborating with other agencies 
to launch the 11th international photo competition 
with five categories for entrants, including “Awaken 
New Depths”, “Big and Small Underwater Faces”, 
and “Underwater Seascapes”. From now until April 
7, photographers are invited to submit entries. Since 

its inception the competition has been curated by 
underwater photographer Ellen Cuylaerts with an 
international jury. We show a winning entry from 
last year: “No Time to Waste”. By Simon Lorenz 
(Germany). https://tinyurl.com/dm73n9kt

Prime Minister Goes Diving. Taking advan-
tage of  the photo opportunity, Narendra Modi, Prime 
Minister of  India, went scuba diving off  the Panchkui 
beach coast in Gujarat on February 25 to pray as he 
viewed the submerged ancient Dwarka city of  Lord 
Krishna, excavated by archaeologists. Wearing a white 
diving helmet and ochre robes, Modi sat cross-legged 
on the sea bed, folded his hands in prayers, and waved 
peacock feathers before offering them to Lord Krishna, 
all with the aid of  Indian Navy Divers. He made it 
safely back to the surface.

Doing It the Hard Way. Croatian Valentina 
Cafolla took back her breath-hold ice diving record only 
36 hours after Japanese Yasuko Ozeki captured it at 
Shiretokogo Lake in Japan’s Hokkaido island, by diving 
and covering 459 feet horizontally on a single breath 
under the ice, with a monofin and wearing only a wet-
suit, in the frozen Lago di Anterselva in the Italian Alps. 
Entering the water through a hole cut in the ice, it was 
imperative she made it to a similarly prepared hole or 
die. Why people do this is beyond us, but it’s obviously 
addictive because the next day she broke another record 
with two fins by covering 262 feet.

Yet Another Liveaboard Goes Down. Another 
liveaboard, this time it was the MY. Sea Legend, has sunk 
in the Red Sea. On the night of  February 23, an electri-
cal fault caused a cable fire that eventually destroyed 
the vessel which sank near El Quseir. Egyptian authori-
ties claim that all aboard were rescued although other 
sources say one German diver is still missing. The 
crew are in custody pending a full investigation, 
reports Taucher.net

And Another Burns. This was the liveaboard MY. 
Oceanic in Raja Ampat on March 1. A galley fire — 
nobody was reported hurt.
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