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Goniobranchus sp. nudibranch
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Sapphire flatworm and Tubastrea coral at night (above). PREVIOUS PAGE: Soft coral cowrie on coral

There is nothing small about the Great
Barrier Reef. It is not only the larg-

est coral reef system on Earth, but
probably the most well-known. You
would be hard-pressed to find divers
who do not have it on their dive wish
lists. It is Earth’s largest living struc-

ture and reaches over 2,300km (1,400
miles) down the coast of Queensland,
Australia. It covers more than 344,400
square kilometers (133,000 square
miles) and comprises over 2,900 indi-
vidual reefs and 900 islands. One could
probably generadlize and say, “It's big.”

FEATURES

Love and respect for this massive reef system
goes back many years (possibly with the excep-
tion of Captain James Cook, who found himself
run aground on if). It has been a marine park
since 1975 and is a UNESCO World Heritage

Site. The amount of marine life that call it home
include over 1,600 species of fish, 630 echino-
derm species, 450 species of coral, 30 species of
whales and dolphins, 14 species of sea snakes,
and over 3,000 mollusk species. Just Heron Island
alone has been documented to have 300 spe-
cies of nudibranchs.

Just a touch south of the Coral Triangle, which
is the most biodiverse region of marine life, the
Great Barrier Reef has extensive biodiversity all
on its own. Many endangered and threatened
animals live in or visit the Great Barrier Reef,
including the vulnerable dugong, friendly dwarf

Starry Okenia nudibranch (Okenia stellata)
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Anthias (above); False clownfish in anemone (top left)

FEATURES

Lizardfish getting cleaned by a cleaner wrasse
(above); Pipefish (top right); Indian nudibranch,
or Caloria indica (right)

minke whales, and six species of sea turtles
which lay their eggs on beaches within. But
there is so much more to the Great Barrier Reef
than just the big stuffl

Best dive sites for little stuff

| would argue that any dive site can be good for
viewing little stuff, but the Great Barrier Reef has
some sites that are perfect for critter hunting.

Lighthouse Bommie. My favorites include Light-
house Bommie which is a coral pinnacle that
starts around 30m (100ft). On the bommie itself,
divers often find many species of nudibranchs
and flatwormes.

Pixie Pinnacle is another bommie with plenty of
fish life. Every time | dive there, | liken the “pix-

.

ies” to the thousands of purple, pink and orange
anthias that flit about the bommie. It is also a
great site for nudibranchs, colorful anemones
with anemonefish, lionfish, and cleaning sta-
tions where fish come to be cleaned by cleaner
wrasse, which remove parasites from the fish.
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Anemone shrimp
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Flatworm
(above); Tube
feet of a starfish
(right); Small
octopus, pos-
sibly an algae
octopus (far
right)
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Potato cod being cleaned by bluestreak cleaner wrasse (top left); Leaf scorpionfish (above)

Snake Pit. (Yep, you guessed correct-
ly) Snake Pit has a large population of
olive sea snakes. These can be great
photo subjects for macro or wide an-

gle.

Cod Hole. The famous Cod Hole has
plenty of small stuff to see if you can
take your eyes off the huge potato
cods for which the site is known. Some-
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times, the cods are being cleaned by
the tiniest cleaner wrasse. When they
open their mouths wide, you can see
the wrasse around their teeth. Nudi-
branchs, as well as anemones and lots
of other fish, can be seen around the
site.

Steve’s Bommie. Steve's Bommie is
another coral pinnacle great for spot-
ting false clownfish, leaf scorpionfish,
nudibranchs and flatwormes.

Night dives. Night dives on many
dive sites are almost always good

for spotting little creatures, partly just
because of how we dive at night. We
slow down and are limited to the small
beam of our flashlights, so our focus
changes to examine only small areas
at a tfime. The Great Barrier Reef has
excellent night dives, which are some
of my favorite times to find the little
stuff.

Final thoughts

While the Great Barrier Reef might

not seem like a good destination for
macro diving at first, looking closely at
the reef (and every reef in the world,
for that matter) will reveal intricate
patterns, colors, and possibly things
you have never seen before. A moving
starfish might expose its numerous, tiny
tube feet. What might be an ordinary
lizardfish may, on closer inspection,
also include a tiny cleaner wrasse
picking parasites off the lizardfish's gills.
Once you avert your eyes from the big
stuff, you will be shown a whole other
(tiny) world of macro life on the Great
Barrier Reef. m

Brandi Mueller is a PADI IDC Staff In-
structor and boat captain living in the
Marshall Islands. When she’s not teach-
ing scuba or driving boats, she’s most
happy traveling and being underwater
with a camera. For more information,
visit: Brandiunderwater.com.
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COD HOLE * CORAL SEA * GREAT BARRIER REEF « AUSTRALIA

Expeditions On the Wild Side
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The Best Diving on the

Coral Sea & Great Barrier Reef!

Dive with giant potato cod, explore deep walls, |
witness shark actior\L at Osprey?Reef.

)\ W

ik | - _‘4-.,__‘

Minke Whale Season! June-July

Unique Opportunity on the Great Barrier Reef.
www.mikeball.com/minke
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Email: resv@mikeball.com Fax: +61 7 4031 5470
Visit: 3 Abbott Street, Cairns. Queensland 4870 Australia
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