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Batu Boo in the
Misool area of
Raja Ampat
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Arus kencang are the
words you need to listen
out for—you will hear them
in the rapid interchange
between the dive guides
and the boat boys, as
they discuss the practicali-
ties of safely immersing a
group of “bule” (slang for
foreigners) in the waters of
Raja Ampat. Arus kencang
means strong current in
Bahasa Indonesia, and the
emphasis given to those
two words will give you an
instant insight into what
awaits you below.

The incredible reefs and fremen-
dous biodiversity of the Raja Ampat
area have made this remote part
of the Indonesian archipelago one
of the hottest dive locations in the
world, and those currents are the
very lifeblood of the area. For they
carry the rich nutrients from the
deep basins of the Pacific Ocean
to the northwest of Raja Ampat
and have helped to create what
are generally considered to be the
finest coral reef ecosystems in the
world.

The amazing biodiversity of the
area, and the currents that flow
through it, are two sides of the
same coin, and a basic under-
standing of this mechanism is the
key to truly enjoying one of the
best diving experiences there is.
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Location, location, location...
The remarkable landmass of New Guinea
is the largest tropical island in the world,
and it sits just below the equator along
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the southern rim of the “Ring of Fire"—the
belt of volcanoes and tectonic plates that
runs around the edge of the vast Pacific
Ocean.

Divided by colonial legacy and cold-war
geopolitics into two roughly equal halves,
the eastern part of the island is the inde-
pendent country of Papua New Guinea

(PNG), while the western half, which is now
generally known as West Papua, became
part of Indonesia in 1969. Although occu-
pying less than half of 1% of the Earth’s




surface, the island contains up to ten per-
cent of the planet’s species and is a veri-
table storehouse of biodiversity.

The waters that surround New Guinea
offer some of the very best diving in the
world, with PNG long-established as a
diver's Mecca, but it is Raja Ampat on
the northwest tip of West Papua that has
become the place to have in your log-
book.
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The Passage at Waigeo (above); Cuttlefish (left);

Just ten years ago, your choices were
limited to one dive resort and a couple
of liveaboards, but now there are several
well established resorts and up to 50 boats
operating in the area at the peak of the
diving season.

Thanks to the excellent work of
Conservation International, The Nature
Conservancy and WWF-Indonesia a net-
work of 12 marine protected areas (MPAS)
have been established in West Papua to
counter the impact of tourism and over-
fishing. These marine protected areas
cover an area of almost 3.6 million hec-
tares, or 25 percent of Indonesia’s total
national MPA coverage, and have played
a major role in keeping the underwater
environment in excellent overall condition.

More recently, in February 2013,
the local government of Raja Ampat
declared four million hectares of coastal
and marine waters as a sanctuary for
sharks, manta rays, dugongs, whales, dol-
phins and turtles—tacitly recognizing that
these creatures are much more valuable
alive than sold as by-catch.
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Robust ghost pipefish (below)

The Four Kings
Raja Ampat means four kings in Bahasa,
and the name comes from the local myth
of a woman who finds seven eggs, four
(ampat) of which hatch and become
kings (rajas) and occupy four of the area’s
biggest islands, whilst the other three
become a ghost, a woman and a stone.
Those four islands are Waigeo, Salawati,
Batanta and Misool are surrounded by
about 1,500 smaller islands and about
40,000 squ km of water. Surveys of the
area have identified over 600 species of
hard coral, which is nearly 75 percent of
the world’s total, and in excess of 1,700

Large red gargonians decorate the reefs of Raja Ampat




Diver on one of the many beautiful reefs of Misool
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The incredible scenery in Waigeo area; Superb nudibranch, Black Beauty in Batanta (below)

species of reef fish—more than any other
similarly-sized region on the planet. Raja
Ampat fruly is the global epicenter of
marine biodiversity!

Diving Raja Ampat

There are three principal areas to dive in
Raja Ampat: in and around the Dampier
Strait that separates the main islands of
Waigeo and Batanta; Waigeo itself; and
the area around the island of Misool in
the south. Triton Bay on the south coast
of the main island is also technically part

Pipe fish with eggs at Szonic Jetty in the
Dampier Strait

of the Raja Ampat areaq, but its remote-
ness means that it is treated as a sepa-
rate trip.

All three areas offer spectacular div-
ing and underwater experiences, which
could fill a couple of books, but there
are certain signature dives in each area
that really should not be missed.

The Dampier Strait

The dives sites of the Dampier Strait are
where most liveaboards start and finish
their diving programs, because they are
the closest to the town of Sorong and
its airport, which is currently the point of
entry to the Raja Ampat area.

For those of you familiar with fluid
dynamics, the Dampier Strait can be
thought of as a venturi, where a restric-
tion in diameter automatically increases
the velocity of the fluid passing through it.

For all the rest of us, think strong cur-
rents—because the Strait is the principal
channel through which the flow of water
from the Pacific Ocean passes through
on its way south. These currents and the
rich nutrients in the water have created
some of the most spectacular reefs,
bommies and encounters you are ever
likely to experience.

Raja Ampat

DIVING IN STRONG CURRENTS
—The Do's and the Don'ts

The trick to diving in strong currents
around Raja Ampat is to understand
the basic mechanism and work with
it, because you just can't fight it.
Strong currents are the life-force of
vibrant reefs systems, and they are
at the strongest around the edges
and at their most manageable in the
center.

Picture a large submerged bom-
mie or pinnacle that rises up from the
deep and faces into the predomi-
nant current. Where that current hits
the reef first is where its velocity is low,
and the deeper you go at that point,
the less that velocity will be. But as
the current goes around the sides,
the velocity increases dramatically,
and where it goes over the top of the
bonnie or pinnacle, particularly if it
is shallow, the velocity is at its maxi-
mum.

So, when you enter the water, it
should be upcurrent from the bom-
mie, and you must get down on the
front as quickly as you can, which is
the sweet spot where the current is
manageable and where the most
prolific fish activity is. Miss the front,
and you will think you are in a wash-
ing machine, as the currents sweeps
you around or over the top. m




travel

Manta Mantra. Variously referred to as
Manta Mantra, 3M, Manta Ridge and
Manta Sandy, this site is a manta ray
cleaning station on the southern side of
the large reef that separates Mansuar
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Island from the much smaller
Airborek Island at the western end
of the Dampier Strait.

The cleaning station is a number
of small bommies located in the
channel between the main reef
and a smaller one to the south.
Strong currents run through the
channel, which together with the
numerous cleaner wrasse and
butterfly fish on the bommies,
have created the perfect condi-
fions for mantas to come in and
be cleaned of their parasites. As
many as 30 mantas have been

reported on the site, but on the days |
dived it we saw between five and ten—
but on every dive.

The site is very popular, and to ensure
the presence of so many divers does not
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drive away the mantas, a strict demar-
cation code is enforced at the site. A
line of rocks has been laid out in about
16m of water, close enough to the bom-
mies so that divers can observe and
photograph the mantas, but far enough
away to allow them to be cleaned in
relative peace.

The thing to do at Manta Mantra is get
yourself in position somewhere along the
demarcation line where you can com-
fortably hold on against the currents and
then wait. The site is fairly shallow, and so
bottom time is not an issue. As the man-
tas complete their cleaning rituals, they
often come and check out the waiting
divers with some upfront and personal
inferactions. Altogether a fremendous
dive site and not one to be missed!

THIS PAGE: Mantas visit the cleaning station at Manta Mantra




Airborek jetfty in the late afternoon

Airborek Jetty. Another signa-
ture dive site that should not be
missed are the two jetties on the
small island of Airborek. Here,
the Dampier Strait currents flow
around the jetties, creating a
mini-ecosystem on the wooden
structures, with rich growths of
vibrant soft corals on the verti-
cal piles and resident schools
of jacks and batfish patrolling in
between.

Late afternoon on a calm day
produces a perfect setting for
wide-angle photography as the
sun’s rays create stunning back-
drops to the abundant subject
matter under the jetty. Then, if
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you tire of that, the local kids
make excellent models as they
swim down to pose for the cam-
era.

Down in the coral rubble on
the slope around the jetties, you
will find jawfish, pipefish and
other critters, while the bom-
mies at 18m are home to some
schooling sweetlips and numer-
ous critters.

Mioskon. This small island on the
northern side of the Dampier
Strait is near where the southern
end of Kabui Bay exits in to the
strait between the large islands
of Gam and Waigeo. There are

Schooling bat fish underneath Airborek jetfty
TRAVEL
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Mioskon reef in the Dampier Strait; Local kids from Airborek village pos

Raja Ampat




Superb soft
corals at
Mioskon reef

several other superb dive sites
in the areq, such as Cape Kii,
Sardine Reef and Mike's Point,
but for sheer consistency the
eastern side of Mioskon is hard
to beat.

Known above water for
its large population of flying
foxes, below water you will
find a superb reef with numer-
ous bommies densely coated
in soft corals and a resident
school of yellow snapper patrol
that sweeps up and down the
reef in a flowing motion that
adds to the very dynamic feel
of the site.

Throw in the numerous wob-
begong sharks to be found
and the plethora of creatures
and critters in amongst the
bommies and soft corals, and

this is one tremendous site
that can be dived time after
time without getting bored.

Waigeo—The Passage
In the northern area of Raja
Ampat, around the western
tip of the island of Waigeo
are several good dive

spots such as the critter site
Waterlogged and the nearby
Pearl Farm jetty in Alyui Bay.
But the narrow channel that
separates the islands of Gam
and Waigeo is very much the
signature dive in Waigeo.

The channel’s proper name
is Kabui Passage, and it con-
nects the western side of
Kabui Bay to the Halmahera
Seq, but it is universally
referred to as simply The
Passage.

Roughly one nautical mile
long, The Passage is about
60m wide and is subject to

. ' _ . . B F\: P o ! R ' S e some really strong currents
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Wobbegong shark and diver at Mioskon reef Late afternoon at Mioskon reef
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rafting!

Although it looks just like a fast
flowing freshwater river making its
way through dense jungle, it is actu-
ally sea water, and in the many small
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inlets along the side of The Passage,
mini-ecosystems have been estab-
lished. These are quite special, par-
ficularly the ones on the southern
side near Kabui Bay where large sea
fans, soft corals and colorful sponges

TRAVEL

Beautiful sponges (left) and superb soft corals (above) in Waigeo's Passage

have grown in shallow waters under
the overhanging jungle creating
quite unique photo opportunities.

Diving The Passage around mid-
day offers the chance to capture
the sun’s rays, as they pierce the
overhead canopy and illuminate
the colorful growth below creating a
superb and mysterious effect.

Then, there are the mangroves
and archer fish hunting their prey in
their unique “spit-and-stun” tech-
nigue and small schools of halfbeaks
up in the inlets, but don't forget to
look out intfo The Passage itself, as
you will often see passing sharks, tur-
tles and jacks—what a dive!

Local knowledge
The indigenous people of the Raja
Ampat area predominantly live
in small coastal colonies where
the traditional tribal culture, which
revolves around the seaq, still pre-
vails. Apart from tourism, there is
virtually no industry, which means
that the sea is the principal source
of sustenance, but extracting that
bounty from the rich waters of Raja
Ampat requires a quite unique sKill
set—one which, when learned, is
ideally suited to safely immersing
“bule” (tourists).

Mikel Merin from Dome Island
near Sorong has been the principal

Mikel Merin in his

element!
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Traditional mask (left

boat boy
on all the
trips | have
done to Raja
Ampat—
which have
been with
Deb Fugitt’s
City Seahorse
dive travel
company.
Fugitt has been
leading frips to
_ Raja Ampat since
1999 and met Merin on that first trip,
when he helped her find the best spots
to dive safely.

Watching Merin study the surface cur-
rents and direct the cover boats is to
observe somebody who is comfortable
with these forces of nature and can
intuitively understand what is happen-
ing under the water from the patterns
above. Those skills are past down from
generation to generation by the people
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of Raja Ampat, as they learn how to
take their canoes out in to the currents
of the Dampier Strait, understand where
the fish will be, how to catch them and
(most importantly) how to get back to
the village with that catch.

Merin sat with me one evening on my
last trip fo Raja Ampat and explained
how his uncle had mentored him from
an early age to do this by first showing
him how to paddle his canoe with and
against the currents, then how to inter-
pret the state of the fide from the phase
of the moon—no clocks or tide tables
required.

Once confident on the water, the
next steps were to read the surface pat-
terns created when the currents sweep
around a reef or large bommie, so that
the canoe can be safely anchored in
the sweet spot closest to the fish.

Merin also shared with me stories of
what had happened to him when he
got it wrong in the early days, as he
started to go out by himself. One mis-
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); Misool Eco Resort (above); Fan corals on reef; Ornate ghost pipefish (lower right)

adventure he related had him caught
in the fierce currents of the Sele Strait
between the islands of Batanta and
Salawati, as night was falling.

He managed to turn his canoe
around and make it back to Dome
Island by dawn the next day, but had
he not, he would have been swept out
into the Halmahera Sea with the next
chance of landfall some 300km away—
character building.

Misool
Some 130km to the south of the
Dampier Strait area, and roughly half-
way to Ceram in the Molluccas, is
the large island of Misool and what
are probably the very richest and
most vibrant reefs in the world. This is
a remote area in a remote area, and
Misool’s isolation has allowed it to
become the epicentre of biodiversity in
an area that is already recognised as
the most biodiverse in the world.

It is hard to imagine a more pictur-
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esque and inspiring area, both above
and below the waters. But it is not like
this by accident, and much of the credit
for the current excellent status of the
area’s reefs and marine habitats are
the results of the conservation work
pioneered by the Misool Eco Resort. A
superlative example of what can be
done to arrest decline and convince
local communities that the seas are not
an inexhaustible resource, the resort has




really done a tfremendous job and is to
be applauded.

Fiabachet. Is this the best reef in the
world?2 Hard to answer in a quantifiable
manner, but subjectively, Fiabachet has
to be in the top ten if not the top five—it
is simply that good!

There are numerous other fremendous
sites in a string of islands to the southeast
corner of Misool, but Fiabachet is the
jewel in the crown and a simply amaz-
ing experience. The actual site is a long
underwater ridge that runs west to east
and connects two rocky outcrops: Nudi
Rock at the western end and Tank Rock
at the eastern end.

The underwater area around Nudi
Rock, which takes its name from the
remarkable similarity its above water

shape bears to a nudibranch, is positively
stunning and probably the best and most
dynamic part of Fiabachet. The quality
and quantity of the hard and soft cor-
als, sponges, gorgonian fans, sea whips
and general fish life will take your breath
away!

But the area around Tank is phenom-
enal as well, and if you went there first,
you would probably think it can’t get
much better than this, only to journey
down the ridge to Nudi and find some-
where that takes it to the next level.
Once upon a time there were many
other places just like Fiabachet.

Batu Boo. It's hard to pick the next best
dive site after Fiabachet, as there are

so many to choose from, but nearby
Batu Boo is quite something, too. It is also
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known as Boo Windows because
of the two large, shallow under-
water holes in the main island that
create excellent photo opportu-
nities at certain times of the day
when the sun streams through
them. The site is a large underwa-
ter seamount that runs north to
south, and at the northern end,
there is a large oval shaped rocky
outcrop, while at the southern
end there is a small outcrop with
a single tree growing on it—which
has been christened Batu Jamur,
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(top right); Brilliant sunset over Raja Ampat (right)

or mushroom rock, for obvious
reasons. The two “windows™ are
at the southern end of the main
rock and face west to east, mak-
ing them perfect for the sun’s
rays.

Besides the windows, there
is a great deal to see at Batu
Boo, starting with the walls of the
seamount that is richly covered in
soft corals and gorgonian fans—
many with pygmy seahorses. The
blue water around the rock is host
to numerous pelagic fish, and the

area around Batu Jamur is rich
in soft corals and has a resident
school of yellow snappers.

Conclusion

The Four Kings is without a doubt
one of the top dive destina-
tions in the world, and the dan-
ger is that its very popularity will
severely degrade its fremendous
biodiversity. While there are signs
of degradation, there are also
significant efforts being made to
arrest the decline, and the work

TRAVEL

done by Conservation
International, The Nature
Conservancy and WWF-
Indonesia together with

the very hands-on and

proactive approach of the Misool
Eco Resort is fremendous.

The creation of the huge
marine protected areas (MPAS)
and shark sanctuary indicates
that the local authorities are get-
ting the message that a healthy
and vibrant Raja Ampat is much
more valuable that a plundered

one. The area’s spectacular
above-water scenery would justify
the long journey to get there in
itself, but for divers, Raja Ampat
offers a chance to see the under-
water world at its very best and is
something you simply should not
miss! m

Don Silcock is a Bali-based
underwater photographer and
writer who focuses on the div-
ing in Indonesia and Papua New
Guinea. His images, articles and
extensive location guides can be
found online on his website:
www.indopacificimages.com
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History Humans first settled
New Guinea at least 50,000 years
ago, when it was connected to
Australia by a land bridge.

A British attempt at colonization
in 1793 colony was evacuated
within two years. The Dutch were
next, proclaiming in 1828 that
the natives of the western half of
New Guinea were to be subjects
of the King of the Netherlands.
They opened Fort du Bus to pro-
tect their lucrative trade with the
spice islands from other European
powers, but abandoned the area
after only ten years. No continu-
ous settlement was established

in West Papua until 1897, and

no substantial development was
undertaken within the country
until the 1950s. From 1942 to 1945,
Japan occupied Indonesia. In
1949 the Dutch ceded sover-
eignty of Dutch East Indies to

the Indonesian Republic, but
excluded Dutch New Guinea
(West Papua). A long and tortu-
ous history followed. The contro-
versial West Papuan version can
be examined at www.newint.
org/issue344/history.htm. Strife
continued in Indonesia’s unsta-
ble parliamentary democracy
until President Soekarno declared
martial law in 1957. Soekarno
was removed from power fol-
lowing a fruitless coup in 1965 by
alleged Communist sympathizers.
President Suharto ruled Indonesia
from 1966 until 1988. Suharto was
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following a round
of riots, and in
1999, free and
fair legislative
elections took
place. Indonesia
is the world’s
third most popu-
lous democracy,
Government: 3
Republic. Capital:

Jakarta. Note:

Papua is one of

27 provinces with its capitol in
Jayapura. As of late 2004, Raja
Ampat has a separate district
government.

INDIAN
OCEAN

Geography Located in
Southeastern Asia, Indonesia is an
archipelago situated between
the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
Coastline: 54,716km. Terrain con-
sists primarily of coastal lowlands,
with interior mountains on larger
islands. Raja Empat is the most
western district of the Indonesian
province of Papuad. Raja Empat
consists of four major islands off
the west coast of Bird's Head
Peninsula of New Guinea lIsland,
the western half of which is
Indonesia and the eastern half,
Papua New Guinea. The province
was formerly called “Irian Jaya”.

Climate Tropical, hot and
humid, with more moderate cli-
mate in the highlands. The water

Philippine
Sea
g

NORTH
: PACIFIC
OCEAN

' ontianak
Kalimantan

Semorong

temperature is normally 28-29°C
(84-86°F) year round, with an
occasional “chilly” 27°C (82°F)
spot. Most divers use Tmm neo-
prene suits. However, some peo-
ple prefer 3mm.

Environmental issues
Challenges include industrial
waste water pollution, sewage,
urban air pollution, deforesta-
tion, smoke and haze due to for-
est fires. Logging—the rainforests
within the combined West Papua/
Papua New Guinea land mass
are second in size only to those of
the Amazon, making it ‘the lungs
of Asia’. In 2001, there were 57
forest concession-holders in oper-
ation around the country and
untold other forest ventures oper-
ating illegally. Mining—tailings
from copper, nickel, and gold
mining are real threats.

Economy A vast polyglot
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nation, Indonesia has experi-
enced modest economic growth
in recent years. ECconomic
advances were made with sig-
nificant financial reforms. In 2009,
when the global financial crisis hit,
Indonesia fared well compared to
its regional neighbors. It was one
of the only G20 members posting
growth in 2009, alongside China
and India. However, the govern-
ment still faces ongoing chal-
lenges of improving the country’s
insufficient infrastructure, labor
unrest over wages, and high oll
prices affecting fuel subsidy pro-
grams.

Currency Indonesian rupiah
(IDR). Visa cards, Euros and U.S.
Dollars (large bills issued after
1999) are widely accepted. ATM
machines in tourist areas offer the
best exchange rates, Travellers
cheques are becoming quite
difficult to use except at banks.

Exchange rates:
1EUR=12,723IDR;

1USD= 9,737IDR;
1GBP=15,127IDR; TAUD=
9.972IDR; 1SGD= 7,908IDR

Population
251,160,124 (July 2013 est.) Papua
Province: 2.5 million—1.5 million
of which are indigenous people.
Ethnic groups: Javanese 40.6%,
Sundanese 15%, Madurese 3.3%,
Minangkabau 2.7%, Betawi 2.4%,
Bugis 2.4%, Banten 2%, Banjar
1.7% (2000 census). Religions:
Muslim 86.1%, Protestant 5.7%,
Roman Catholic 3%, Hindu 1.8%
(2000 census). Note: Indonesia is
the largest Muslim country in the
world. Visitors are encouraged to
respect local tradition and dress
modestly. Internet users: 20 million
(2009)

Language Bahasa Indonesian,
plus 253 tribal languages. West
Papua and its neighbour, Papua
New Guinea, contain 15% of all
known languages. English, Spanish
and German are spoken on dive
liveaboards.

Health There is a high degree

of risk for food or water-
borne diseases, such as
bacterial diarrhea,
hepatitis A and E,
and typhoid fever,
as well as vector-
borne diseases
such as chikun-
gunya, den-
gue fever and
malaria. Check
with WHO or
your dive oper-
ator for propha-
laxis recommen-
dations. Larium
is not effective in
Papua. Bring insect
repellents contain-
ing DEET. International
Certificate of Vaccination
required for Yellow Fever if arriv-
ing from infected area within five
days.

Decompression chamber
Raja Ampat has a new chamber
at Waisai (capital city on south
side of Waigeo near Dampier
Strait). The next nearest chambers
are on Sulawesi:

Manado: Malalayang Hospital
tel: +62 0811 430913

Makassar: Rumah Sakit Umum
Wahidin Sudirohusodo

tel: +62 0411 (584677) or 584675

Travel/Visa/Security
Passport valid for six months
beyond intended stay is required.
There is a Visa-On-Arrival for 35
countries including USA, UK, most
European and Asian countries. It is
US$25 for a stay of up to 30 days.
To enter Papuaq, you need a surat
jalan, which is issued by the local
police, and arranged by your
dive operator. Although there is
an active independence move-
ment in Papua, tourists have not
been impacted.

Web sites
Indonesia Travel
www.indonesia.travel/en


http://www.indonesia.travel/en

