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Blue Whales Visit 
California
 
Groups of earth’s largest creatures—
the blue whale—have given ama-
teur whale watchers and charter 
boat operators in california reason 
to celebrate, by showing up in 
abnormally large numbers in the San 
pedro channel off the california 
coast where upwards of 2,000 of 
the giant cetaceans come to feed 
each summer. hunted almost to 
extinction in the 1960s, the enormous 
whales—averaging 
about 80 feet long 
and weighing 
between 150,000 
and 300,000 
pounds—have 
been making a 
slight comeback 
in recent years 
reaching num-
bers of around 
10,000 worldwide. 
Scientists suggest 
that vast krill clouds 
may be the reason 
so many whales 
are being spot-
ted. Whatever it is, 
researchers and 
whale enthusiasts 
alike are extremely 
happy about it. ■

edited by Kelly Laclaire

whale tales

Scientists uncovered an 
ancient sperm whale fossil 
dated at 12-13 million years 
old in a peruvian desert. this 
new, but extinct, species 
has been dubbed Leviathan 
melvillei and has teeth much 
larger than the sperm whales 
of today.  the name derives 
from a combination of the 
hebrew word livyatan, which 
refers to a giant sea mon-
ster, and American novelist 
herman Melville, who wrote 
Moby-Dick.  
 Researchers recovered 75 
percent of the animal’s skull, 
which contained a massive 
set of teeth, some as long as 
36cm—close to 10cm longer 
than any other sperm whale 
tooth ever recorded. this 
also led scientists to figure 

the average length of these 
whales to be 13-18m long.  
 the sperm whales existent 
today do not have func-
tional teeth in their upper jaw 
and feed by suction, usually 
on squid and the like. the 
Leviathan melvillei fossil, on 
the other hand, had giant 
teeth in both its upper and 
lower jaws, and a skull that 
seems to have supported 
powerful jaw muscles that 
scientists believe to enable 
the whale to hunt like mod-
ern killer whales, or orcas, 
and probably fed on baleen 
whales. 
 the giant snout of the fossil 
suggests that it had a large 
spermaceti organ, a series 
of oil and wax reservoirs rein-
forced by connective tissue 
that could have served such 
functions as echolocation or 
ramming capabilities while 
fighting or hunting. SouRce: 
nAtuRe.coM ■

Giant sperm whale fossil has 
the biggest bite ever

Whale Friendly Lawns
is your lawn looking greener than 
ever? if you answered yes, chances 
are you are using a chemical fertilizer 
to keep it that way. unfortunately, 
every time it rains or you water your 
lawn, run-off gets into our local storm 
drains and brings some of those toxic 
chemicals into the local rivers and 
streams. this in turn harms fish and 
wildlife and promotes algae growth, 
which limits 
the amount of 
salmon that 
can live and 
reproduce. 
the chain 
effect contin-
ues by lower-
ing salmon 
numbers, thus 
making it hard-
er for earth’s cetacean populations 
(whales, dolphins, porpoises) to thrive. 
but you can make a difference by 
committing yourself to being a respon-
sible homeowner and limiting your 
chemical fertilizer use or switching to 
all-natural fertilizers. You can also join 
the Whale Friendly Lawns campaign 
by signing up at www.acspugetsound.
org, the web site of the American 
Cetacean Society. ■

Some environmental reports have suggested 
that upwards of three-quarters of the 
nearly five million barrels spilled in the Gulf 
of Mexico have been cleaned up. but 
professor christopher clark, head of the bio-
acoustics research program at cornell Lab 
of ornithology (the study of birds) and one 
of the scientists monitoring the long-term 
affects of the disaster, said the remaining oil 
could prove harmful to whale and dolphin 
populations and cause “very long term 
consequences on the health of the Gulf”.   
 To find out just how much ongoing damage 
is being inflicted, Clark’s team is tracking 

whales and dolphins by song and call, just 
as they would flocks of birds above the sea. 
“What we do is deploy instrumentation along 
the bottom of the ocean, or suspended in 
the water, that records sound for many, 
many months at a time. We deploy 
these strategically in areas we think 
the animals are most likely to be, 
and where the oil spill will most likely 
have an impact,” he said.  
 by listening, instead of just 
looking, clark and his researchers 
are more likely to gain important 
data on the social interaction of the 

animals within their pods and groups as well 
as insights into hunting activities, which will 
be vital in discerning whether or not the Gulf 

ecosystems are struggling. to 
learn more about clark and his 
work, visit www.birds.cornell.edu. 
■

Tracking whales like birds in the Gulf

ApoKRYLtARoS / cReAtive coMMonS

Artist’s rendition and comparison of the prehistoric whales Livyatan 
melvillei and cetotherium from Middle Miocene peru
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Just because that can of tuna in 
your pantry at home says “Dolphin 
safe” on the label doesn’t mean it’s 
“marlin-safe” or “turtle-safe”. before 
you pick up your next can of chunky 
Albacore at your local grocery store, 
here’s something to keep in mind: 
the Monterey bay Aquarium’s well-
regarded Seafood Watch consumer 
Guide has recently begun telling 
shoppers to avoid all canned tuna 
except for the those few labeled “troll 
caught” or “pole-and-line” caught.  
 Most of the world’s tuna catch-
ers use dolphin safe procedures, 

and this should be 
applauded, but 
all too often when 
hundreds of tons of 
tuna are caught, so are 
thousands of other species 
of “bycatch”—the industry term for 
unwanted species caught up in the 
nets—including sharks, rays, turtles 
and marlins, which are then killed 
and discarded.  
 “the real problem is giving our-
selves high fives for solving the tuna-
dolphin problem when we’ve just cre-
ated other problems,” said timothy 

essington, a 
scientist at 

the university of 
Washington.  

 troll-caught refers to 
a method of fishing near 

the ocean’s surface using short lines 
attached to barbless hooks. these 
hooks are hidden inside rubber 
“hoola skirts” that dance in the water 
and attract young albacore. ten 
to 20 of these simple jigs are towed 
behind a slow-moving boat.
 pole-and-line fishing refers to catch-
ing tuna one at a time the old fashion 

way—with a fishing pole! this, 
by far, is the safest and most 
environmentally friendly way of 
sustainable fishing and keep-
ing bycatch out of the huge 
commercial nets of massive 
fishing fleets.
 if you now find yourself ask-
ing where you can find these 
kinds of “friendly caught” 
tuna, well, be prepared to 
look a little harder than usual. 
Fortunately, pole-and-line and 
troll caught tuna are becom-
ing more and more popular 
with smaller retail food chains, 
and if you ask your local gro-
cer to bring it in, you may be 
pleasantly surprised to find 
that they can usually accom-
modate your request.  Just 
be sure to thoroughly check 
the labels and remember: the 
“dolphin-safe” label can be 
misleading. buyer beware.
SouRce: FoRbeS.coM, pAciFic FLeet 
tunA ■

What’s in your tuna?

www.OceanicWorldwide.com

Three dive computers - Unlimited possibilities

whale tales

Artist’s rendition of trolling for tuna

noAA

http://www.OceanicWorldwide.com
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media
POINT & CLICK 
ON BOLD LINKS

this Media page is brought to you by 
book Log compiled by Robert Sterner 
of Sterner editorial Services. Read earlier 
book Log reviews by genre or call atten-
tion to books and videos to review at  
www.sternereditorial.com 

Wreck Valley has a new look
even if you already have Dan berg’s Wreck valley first and second 
editions, check out Wreck valley iii. A disclaimer is in order: Sterner 
editorial helped copy edit this edition. What follows is a general 
description of the book, which joined the other editions on the office 
library shelves, where they’ve been since 1986 and 1990 respec-
tively. the 188-page soft cover from createSpace is a total revi-
sion of berg’s earlier books that examine nearly 150 wrecks off 
Long island, new York and new Jersey, uSA. Although they’re 
mostly the same wrecks as in the earlier editions, the text is 
updated throughout with some serious fact-checking.  Where 
the new edition shines is in the layouts. Some 400 of the 550 
illustrations are in full color. Many are wreck divers’ dream 
scenes: local divers beaming over braces of trophy lobsters 
and newly recovered or beautifully restored artifacts that 
are testaments to the value of retrieving items before they 
rot into the seabed. there also are site maps hand-drawn 
by locals who visit the wrecks and side-scan sonar images 
sprinkled amid lively layouts that make the edition more 
fun to read. private boat operators will like the GpS 
numbers for the wrecks and reefs, instead of the Loran 
coordinates listed in the second edition. Wrecks are in 

alphabetical order so the lack of a table of contents up front isn’t a prob-
lem. For quick reference, wrecks and page numbers are presented in the index that 
closes the book. Also in the appendixes are leads to more info in the bibliography 
and suggested reading entries with Web addresses. it’s available as a traditionally 
printed book or in digital form that can be downloaded into your reader or com-
puter. iSbn: 978-1452867717. www.AquaExplorers.com 

Meet Pacific NW denizens 

Anyone diving in pacific northwest waters of north 
America should consider packing coastal Fishes of 
the pacific northwest in the dive bag. the harbour 
press soft cover by Andy Lamb and phil edgell is 
336 pages of photos and facts about the denizens 
from central california to the Gulf of Alaska. the 
contents page has silhouettes of fish beside the name and 
chapter pages of the various species. this helps readers to quickly find information about 
the curious critters they saw on a dive. various species are presented in photographs, many 
by edgell, and line drawings that provide details to distinguish one subspecies from others. 
Data is presented in outline form covering the scientific name, maximum size, distribution, 
habitat and comments with factoids about the fish. the book closes with an appendix of 
resources including Web addresses, phone numbers and mailing addresses, and a bibli-
ography that points readers to more information about the fish. there is a comprehensive 
index to quickly refer to specific creatures. it’s printed on quality slick paper that lets pho-
tos shine and feels like it’d resist water drips on a dive boat. the authors are well versed. 
Lamb is a marine naturalist with the vancouver Aquarium, and edgell has worked as 
a fish culturist at Fisheries and oceans canada at the Robertson creek hatchery on 
vancouver island. iSbn: 978-1-55017-471-7 www.harbourpublishing.com

Picture facing  
cozy icy dives 
With a thick enough under suit even the coldest 
waters can seem toasty except for the exposed 
flesh around your mouth. the way to overcome 
having a numb face is to switch to a full-face mask. 
American team, Steve and Kristine barsky have 
just released a DvD, choosing and using Full-Face 
Masks, to help divers select and use the mask 
that’s considered essential gear by ice divers, 
commercial and public safety divers. the barskys 
teamed up with ocean Futures diver and tv per-
sonality, blair Mott, as well as public safety diving 
instructor, Jeff Morgan, to cover full-face masks 
in the 48-minute video. topics include how to 
select a mask, how to rig it, how to use it with 

scuba and with surface-supplied air, emergency procedures and mask maintenance. in addi-
tion to the mask video, the DvD has two bonus features. operation Safe Water is a 13-minute 
clip featuring San bernardino, california, Sheriff’s Department and Fbi teams’ tips on diving 
contaminated water. the other bonus is a presentation of masks through history as well as 
manuals and catalogs. iSbn: 978-0-9740923-4644. www.hammerheadpress.com

http://www.sternereditorial.com  
http://www.AquaExplorers.com
http://www.harbourpublishing.com
http://www.hammerheadpress.com
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shark tales

Edited by
Peter Symes

text and photos by Andy Murch

For centuries, the Diamond 
Shoals off North Carolina have 
been collecting shipwrecks. 
Hundreds of crumpled merchant 
vessels swamped by Mother 
Nature’s fury and scores of bat-
tle scarred war machines torn 
apart by enemy shells loom 
above the otherwise featureless 
substrate. Subjected to racing 
currents and pounded by relent-
less surge, each wreck eventu-
ally erodes into an unidentifiable 
debris field. But in the interim, 
while the doomed ships still hold 
their structure, they are magi-
cally transformed into vibrant 
marine oases.
initially, planktonic life forms looking for 
a permanent home attach themselves 
to every available inch of real estate. 
Larger invertebrates like snails and small 
crabs soon follow and begin grazing on 
the newly seeded decks. Within a sea-
son or two, blennies, angelfish and other 
small tropicals have arrived from who 
knows where, and the ghostly corridors 
are filled with swarms of silvery baitfish 
that morph from one shadowy corner to 
the next. 
 bermuda chub peck away omnivo-
rously at anything slow enough to con-
stitute lunch, and amber jacks sweep 

down from the heavens to scoop up the 
weak and injured.
 Suspended in the water column, 
schools of shimmering Atlantic Spade fish 
practice their synchronized swimming 
techniques, while motionless barracudas 
hang in groups around the remaining 

masts like living sign posts pointing to 
other distant oases.
 Lording over the entire food web, 
enormous sandtiger sharks hover in the 
choicest locations, or patrol slowly back 
and forth with their unblinking eyes and 
implacable, snaggletooth grins.

The Sandtiger shark
Sandtiger’s belong to the mackerel shark 
order, but they share few characteristics 
with their fast moving mako and white 
shark cousins.
 there are three species of sandti-
gers: the smalltooth sandtiger, which 

is rarely encountered except at great 
depth around Malpelo island; the big-
eye sandtiger, which is extremely rare 
and inhabits even deeper water than 
its smalltooth cousin; and the common 
sandtiger that many divers around the 
world have come to know and love.

seize the day
— a lesson from Mother Nature
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 even beyond the diving com-
munity, sandtigers are well known 
celebrities. their ability to gulp air 
in order to counteract their nega-
tive buoyancy means that they 
do not have to swim continuously 
to avoid sinking. this 
makes them popu-
lar sharks in public 
aquariums because 
they are less likely to 
swim into the walls 
and inflict damage 
on themselves.
 however, long-
term incarceration 
in small aquarium 
tanks does have an 
adverse effect on 
the sharks. After a 
few years in captiv-
ity, sandtigers often 
show signs of abnor-
mal growth patterns 
including stunted 
fins and hunched 
backs.
even in the wild, 
sandtigers have 
their problems. 
Many populations 
struggle with para-
sitic growths in their 
mouths, and i have seen sandti-
gers with spine deformations and 
even one albino that had some-
how managed to survive till adult-
hood.
 Sandtigers (called ragged-tooth 
sharks in Africa and grey nurse 
sharks in Australia) are unique in 

more ways than one. they are 
livebearers that produce two off-
spring (one in each uterus) per 
season. the developing embryos 
indulge in inter-uterine cannibal-
ism. once they have devoured all 
of their smaller siblings, they begin 
consuming a constant supply of 
unfertilized eggs that are chan-

neled into the oviducts—a feed-
ing strategy known as oophagy.
 the sandtiger’s ability to mooch 
slowly along with a stomach full 
of air is a fascinating adaptation, 
but in some ways, it may be a 
double-edged sword. it allows the 
sharks to conserve energy, which 
means that they do not have to 

feed as often as 
faster swimming 
species. that is a 
great advantage 
for large predators 
that have 
to rely on a 
limited food 
supply like 
the sandti-
gers on 
the wrecks 
of north 
carolina. 
 but, sandti-
gers are also 
ram ventila-
tors, and 
their casual 
approach 

to swimming may in some 
ways limit their oxygen 
uptake, making them more 
sluggish and possibly even 
slower witted than other 
mackerel sharks.
 Sandtigers are not picky 
eaters. they are known to 
consume bony fishes, small 

sharks, rays, squids, crabs and 
lobsters. interestingly, the north 
Atlantic population has not yet 
developed a taste for red lionfish.

Lionfish
A decade ago, lionfish from the 
tropical pacific somehow man-
aged to establish themselves 
on the wrecks of the Diamond 
Shoals. its possible that the invad-
ers were flushed from the bilges of 
passing ships, or they could have 
been released from home aquari-

ums. however they got there, 
they appear to be flourishing. As 
they have no natural enemies, it 
looks as though the ecosystems 
that they have invaded may be 
changed forever by their pres-
ence. 
 one of the best known wrecks 
off the north carolina coastline 
is called the Spar. it is a thriving 
300-foot long artificial reef that 
was sunk about a two-hour run 
from Morehead city. because 
of its elevation and intact super-

shark tales

cLocKWiSe FRoM LeFt: Sandtiger shark with diver; barracudas above the 
wreck of the Spar; Lionfish; School of Atlantic spade fish. pReviouS pAGe: 
Sandtiger shark inside wreck

http://www.photographyexpeditions.com
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Shark Fins Drying  

©  Jessica King / Marine Phot
obank

10_GiveSharksA Chance.indd   1 15/06/10   9:40 AM

structure, it is often packed with 
sandtigers. 
 in recent years, it has been 
plagued by red lionfish, but dur-
ing a productive weekend shoot-
ing sandtigers on the Spar this 
summer, i was unable to locate 
a single invader. could it be 
that the sharks have developed 
a taste for spicy Asian cuisine? 
it’s a nice thought, but it is more 
likely that the lionfish have either 
migrated into cooler water for 
the summer, or they are hiding in 
the bowels of the wreck where 
sandtiger photographers seldom 
venture.
 it may seem like a catastrophic 
problem, but before you lose 
too much sleep over the lionfish 
invasion, consider this: marine 

environments are in a constant state of change. 
change can seem scary, especially when 
humanity is involved in manipulating the natural 
order of things, but the wrecks of the Diamond 
Shoals are a manipulation as well.
 Five hundred years ago the biggest topograph-
ic anomalies on the sea floor were probably a 
few small viking ships. A thousand years ago there 
would have been nothing on the Diamond Shoals 
except an occasional whale carcass. 
 now that large vessels are equipped with 21st 

century navigational aids and better marine safe-
ty protocols, north carolina’s crumbling under-
water habitats are unlikely to be replenished. it’ll 
take a while, but in a century or two there will be 
very few manmade structures left on the seafloor. 
that means, no more colonies of invertebrates, 
no more levitating sandtiger sharks and no more 
lionfish. 
Mother nature rolls with the punches. When con-
ditions permit, she presents us with jewels like the 
marine oases we have right now.
 the lesson to be learned from her is never to 
waste an opportunity. So, dust off your dive gear 
and enjoy the wondrous diversity of marine life on 
the shipwrecks of north carolina while you can. 
 Find out how you can help to protect sharks by 
visiting elasmodiver.com: elasmodiver.com/pro-
tectingsharks.htm ■

thiS pAGe: Sandtiger sharks’ ability to gulp air to 
counteract their negative buoyancy means they 
don’t have to swim continuously to avoid sinking

http://www.projectaware.com/givesharksachance
http://elasmodiver.com/protectingsharks.htm
http://elasmodiver.com/protectingsharks.htm
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Welcome to

Papua
New 
Guinea

Papua New Guinea 
is located in the 
coral triangle of 
marine biodiversity 
with the highest 
didiversity of tropical 
fish and coral in 
the world.

www.pngdive.com

“this study reminds us that the 
marine environment is a key eco-
nomic asset to countries such as 
the uK. Wildlife tourism in the uK 
already brings millions to our local 
economies but much of the marine 
environment remains an untapped 
resource that needs to be looked 
into in more detail,” stated Aniol 
esteban, head of environmental 
economics at neF.
 “Sharks and rays could be a very 

exciting starting point to explore 
the benefits for uK marine wildlife 
tourism. better conservation of the 
marine environment will undoubt-
edly bring opportunities for uK 
coastal communities helping them 
secure longer term income flows 
and employment,” he added.
 the study revealed diving com-
panies on the Spanish mainland 
were missing out on the attraction 
of sharks for divers, but those inter-

viewed stated a higher frequency 
of shark and ray sightings would be 
very beneficial for their businesses.
   Shark and ray watching by divers 
brings in €17.7 million (£14.5 million) 
to the canary islands each year. 
the united Kingdom has 21 types 
of sharks and 16 types of skates 
and rays in its waters, including the 
basking shark, which is the world’s 
second largest fish. ■

algae blooms damage sharks’ brains

news
shark and ray watching could bring significant 
economic benefits to UK coastal communities

A joint study with La Universidad de la Laguna (Tenerife) shows that shark and ray watch-
ing by divers is bringing millions of pounds into the Canary Islands economy every year. 
Leadingindependentthink-tank NEF (New Economics Foundation) said similar stories 
could be told in the United Kingdom if better conservation measures are put in place.
   

Toxins produced by red 
tide events can alter shark 
brains, resulting in “hyper-
excitability” and even 
death, according to a new 
study.
brevetoxins, which are brain-
changing compounds synthesized 
by some harmful algal blooms, 
have now been shown to affect 
a free-ranging marine species. 
in this case, researchers focused 
on lemon sharks, but they believe 
many other types of sharks could 
fall victim to the toxins.
 “Sharks are exposed via con-
sumption of brevetoxin-contam-

inated water and food, such as 
shellfish,” co-author Niladri Basu 
explained to Discovery news, 
mentioning that the toxins can 
easily cross the shark’s blood-brain 
barrier that otherwise protects the 
brain.
 “once inside the brain, bre-
vetoxins bind very strongly to a 
protein that controls sodium flow,” 
added basu, an assistant professor 
of environmental health sciences 
at the university of Michigan 
School of public health. “by dis-
rupting sodium flow in the brain, 
nerve cells will over-fire and cause 
hyperexcitability and ultimately 
result in death.” ■ 
SouRce: AQuAtic toXicoLoGY. 

AnDY MuRch

White sharks making a 
comeback off California
A longstanding statewide ban 
on fishing for white sharks, an 
increased survival rate among 
young white sharks because of 
fishing gear restrictions, and an 
expanding sea lion population as 
a prey source are chief reasons for 
the comeback.
 christopher Lowe, a professor 
at cal State Long beach, who has 
performed extensive tagging of 
juvenile white sharks off Southern 
california in the united States and 
has pored over data dating back 
generations, said personal obser-
vations and increased incidental 
catch rates of small white sharks by 
commercial fishermen help support 
his contention. ■

http://www.pngdive.com
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technical 
matters

over the years, recreational diving has 
developed a standard set of equipment 
configuration. Despite different makes 
and models there is a consistent set of 
gear shared by the majority of recrea-
tional divers. buoyancy control is usually 
provided by a jacket style buoyancy 
compensator (bcD). the diver’s main 
cylinder contains the majority of their 

breathing supply, 
which is deliv-
ered via a pri-

mary regula-
tor. A spare 
regulator or 
octopus is 

usually car-
ried to 

provide 
a 

source of air to the buddy, or in the case 
of a problem with the main regulator. 
Additional equipment is often carried in 
the pockets of the bcD or clipped onto 
it.
 
technical divers have quite a different 
set up designed to deal with a different 
set of conditions to those experienced 
by the recreational diver. 
there are a wider range 
of styles of equipment 
configuration, although 
all of these 
styles have 
been 
developed 
to address 
the same 
key 
require-
ments. 

Technical diving equipment

even if you never plan to explore the 
far end of a cave or dive to 100m, 
there are still some aspects of techni-
cal diving kit configuration that would 
benefit a recreational diver:

Streamline your kit and elimi-•	
nate any danglies.
ensure you have redundancy •	
for any critical kit.
Make sure you carry enough •	
gas to deal with the worst case.
consider a long hose on either •	
your octopus or your primary.
ensure your backup regulator is •	
always accessible.
if you have a single delayed sur-•	
face marker bouy, then make 
sure it is orange or red.

Don’t be a Christmas tree
by adding backups, the technical diver 
ends up carrying significantly more 
equipment than the recreational diver. 
if this is added in a haphazard way, or 
without consideration of how the con-
figuration will work as a whole, it is very 
easy for the technical diver to become 
overwhelmed with equipment. 
 Many divers carry equipment “just in 
case” it is needed without ever thinking 
about what is really required. When com-
bined with a poor choice of equipment 
placement or a lack of storage space, 
the diver can end up looking like a 
christmas tree with pieces of equipment 
randomly clipped on and dangling from 
every conceivable spot. 
 this dangling equipment can intro-
duce a number of additional risks. Firstly 
the diver may have so much clutter that 
when they need to get a specific item 
of emergency equipment, they cannot 
find it amongst all the other equipment. 
Secondly, dangling kit may become lost, 
caught in a piece of wreckage or entan-
gled in a line.

The equipment used by techni-
cal divers differs considerably 
from that used by recreational 
scuba divers. Even when it 
appears similar, the technical 
diver will usually either carry 
more equipment or configure 
it slightly differently. In this arti-
cle, we will look at the different 
equipment configurations used 
by technical divers, the rea-
son for those differ-
ences and also 
whether there 
are any lessons 
recreational divers 
can learn from 
these configu-
rations.

text by Mark powell

Redundancy
the key requirement for any technical 
diving configuration is that it provides 
an adequate level of redundancy. 
technical diving usually involves manda-
tory decompression stops, and it may be 
anything from a few minutes to a few 
hours before the diver is able to ascend 
to the surface without risking decompres-
sion illness. in this case, the loss or failure 
of any piece of vital equipment would 
be a major problem. As a result, the 
technical diver looks to provide redun-
dancy of equipment so that he can 
resolve equipment problems whilst still 
completing the required decompres-

sion. equipment that is required 
for the safe completion of the 

dive should always have 
a backup.

 

When combined with a poor choice of equipment placement 
or a lack of storage space, the diver can end up looking like a 
Christmas tree with pieces of equipment randomly clipped on 
and dangling from every conceivable spot. 

tech gurus 
John 
chatterton 
and Richie 
Kohler  
trying to 

disentagle 
themselves 

after a techni-
cal dive
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applied by the recreational diver 
to ensure their kit is streamlines 
and the christmas tree effect is 
reduced.
 We all know that human beings 
are not designed to breathe 
underwater. For this reason, divers 
need to take their own breathing 
gas with them when they dive. 
it is essential that enough gas is 
taken to complete the dive. For a 
recreational diver to run out of air 
is bad enough, but for a techni-
cal diver, it is not an option. if a 
recreational diver runs out of air 
on a no stop dive to 20m, they 
simply have to get to the surface. 
however, on a decompression 
dive where the diver may still 
have 20 minutes of decompres-
sion to complete, they are faced 
with the decision of staying down, 
completing the decompression 
and drowning, or going to the 
surface and risking decompres-
sion sickness. this is a choice that 
should be avoided by ensuring 
that there is always a 
sufficient supply of 
breathing 
gas. 

Twins
the use of a ‘pony’ cylinder may 
provide enough gas to allow an 
ascent from recreational depths, 
but the volume of these cylinders 
is simply not enough to allow an 
ascent plus decompression stops 
from greater depth. this means 
that a pony cylinder is not suf-
ficient redundancy for technical 
diving. the use of twin cylinders 
or twinset is a way of providing 
this redundancy. 
 A twinset is usually made up 
of two identically sized cylinders 
with a regulator connected to 
each cylinder. these can vary 
in size. twinsets comprising two 
7l cylinders are popular with 
recreational divers who want to 
have additional redundancy, 
but for technical diving, cylinders 
smaller than 10l do not provide a 
sufficient volume of gas. twinsets 
made up of 12l, 15l, 18l or even 
20l cylinders are available but, 
for the majority of 
techni- cal divers, 
twin 12l cylin-

tech talk

Streamline
in order to avoid this christmas tree 
effect, technical divers try to streamline 
their equipment and the placement 
of it. contents gauges are clipped on 
rather than allowed to hang down. Reels, 
Delayed Surface Marker bouys (DSMbs) 
and emergency equipment are stored 
in pockets rather than dangling on a 
lanyard. the same principles can be 

ders provide a good balance of weight 
and gas volumes.
 twinsets can be configured as inde-
pendent or manifolded. independent 
cylinders provide complete redun-
dancy, as there is no link between the 
two cylinders. thus, if one cylinder has 
a problem, the other is completely 
independent. however, as the two cyl-
inders are independent, the diver has 
to switch from one to the other in order 
to balance the gas usage in the two 
cylinders. Whilst switching regulators 
should be easily within the skill set of a 
technical diver and should be a rou-
tine action, it can sometimes be for-
gotten when the diver is in the middle 
of a problem.  

 the other option is to manifold the 
two cylinders together. this involves 
connecting the two cylinders at the 
valves by means of a manifold. this 
has the benefit that the gas from both 
cylinders can be accessed from the 
primary regulator. the disadvantage 
is that, in the case of a problem, the 
diver must shut down the problem 
regulator, or isolate the two cylinders by 
means of a valve in the middle of the 
manifold, otherwise the gas from both 
cylinders will be lost. For this reason, it is 
essential that a diver with a manifolded 
twinset can carry out a ‘shutdown’ to 
prevent the complete loss of their gas. 

A pony cylinder is not sufficient redundancy 
for technical diving

in twinsets, the two cylinders are 
often connected at the valves by 
means of a manifold

be streamlined

viKKi bAtten
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Long hose
one of the most distinctive 
aspects of a technical diving 
setup is the use of a long hose. 
A typical recreational diver will 
have their main regulator and 
then an ‘octopus’ regulator, 
which can be donated to their 
buddy in case of emergency. 
this octopus reg is often, but not 
always, on a slightly longer hose 
than the main regulator. 
 technical divers tend to use a 
much longer hose, from 1.5m to 
2m in length. there are a number 
of reasons for this. When diving in 
an overhead environment, such 
as a cave or inside a wreck, then 
if one diver were to go out of air 
(ooA), it may be difficult to swim 
out whilst in the side by side posi-
tion that a normal length octopus 
would require. With a long hose, 
the divers can be one in front of 
the other and so can easily swim 
through restrictions. 
 of course, most recreational 
divers will never 
go any-
where 
near a 
cave or 
any 
level 
of 
wreck 
pene-
tration 
but a 
long 

hose is still useful, even in 
an open water environ-
ment. 
 if you try to ascend 
while breathing off your 
buddy’s short hose, you 
will need to be very 
close together. Sending 
up a DSMb, controlling 
the ascent and holding 
a safety stop are much 
more difficult when you 
are very close together and ‘in 
each other’s faces. combined 
with the stress of the initial ooA, 
this can be enough to turn a dif-
ficult situation into a full blown 
incident. 
 the long hose gives you the 
space to perform all of these 
tasks with enough room to remain 
com- fortable and composed. 

it is possible to use 

a long hose configura-
tion even on a recrea-
tional single cylinder set 
up. 

Which regulator?
the long hose could 
go on the octopus, but 
most technical divers 
put the long hose on 
their primary regulator. 
this is because, in the 

case of an ooA, they would plan 
to donate the regulator in their 
mouth. this is not what the major-
ity of divers were taught in their 
entry level courses, so why should 
this method be adopted? 
 the first reason for donating the 
regulator in your mouth is that 
you know this regulator is working. 
the ooA diver will be under stress 
and putting a working regulator 

in their mouth is the quickest way 
to calm them down. Another rea-
son is that many people believe 
that an ooA diver is more likely 
to take the regulator from your 
mouth rather than hunting around 
for an octopus.
 the last reason is that technical 
divers frequently carry multiple 
cylinders. these cylinders carry 
gasses that are only breathable 
at certain points of the dive. if 
you breathe the gas at the wrong 
depth, then oxygen toxicity could 
be a very real risk. We know that 
the regulator in our mouth always 
contains breathable gas, and so 
by donating this regulator, we 
are ensuring that the ooA diver is 
getting a safe source of gas.

Bungee
of course, if we donate our regu-
lator, then that leaves us with no 
regulator. this is not a situation 
that we want to be in for very 
long. if we now need to start 
hunting around for our backup, 
ensuring that we don’t take a 
deco gas regulator 
by mistake, 

then we 
are just 
mov-
ing the 
prob-
lem 
along 
from 

The first rea-
son for donat-
ing the regu-
lator in your 
mouth is that 
you know this 

regulator is 
working.

Rich Walker (left) demonstrating the reach of the long 
hose. in what is known as the Hogarthian configura
tion, it is the primary regular that is fitted with this long 

hose, which is routed around the head. the second-
ary regulator is fitted with a normal length hose and 
is suspended just below the chin on a bungy cord as 

seen on author Mark powell below.  
See main text for 

full explana-
tion
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GLoSSARY

back Gas — the gas carried in your 
main (back mounted) cylinders.

Stage cylinder — a) in the united 
Kingdom, a generic name for any 
cylinder carrying additional gas to 
that in the main cylinder.

Stage cylinder — b) in cave div-
ing, a cylinder that is dropped or 
‘staged’ at a specific point in the 
dive. As such, it could contain deco 
gas, travel gas or bottom gas.

Side Slung — Another name for a 
stage cylinder, so called because it 
is usually connected or slung on the 
diver’s side.

Deco Gas — the gas to be 
breathed during some of the 
decompression stops and used to 
speed up the rate of decompres-
sion. the stage cylinder used to 
carry this may also be refered to as 
a deco cylinder.

travel Gas — Gas that is used dur-
ing the descent if the back gas is 
not breathable on the surface. the 
stage cylinder used to carry this 
may also be referred to as a travel 
cylinder.

bottom Gas — Sometimes the back 
gas in the twinset is not enough and 
an additional stage cylinder of the 
same gas is carried to breathe dur-
ing the bottom time portion of the 
dive. the stage cylinder used to 
carry this may also be referred to as 
a bottom gas cylinder.

bailout Gas — the gas carried by a 
rebreather diver in the event that 
they experience a problem with 
their rebreather. they would switch 
onto this bailout gas and then con-
tinue the ascent breathing from the 
bailout cylinder(s).

the ooA diver to ourselves. For this rea-
son, the technical diver does not store 
his backup in his pocket, or clipped on 
somewhere on his chest, but instead, 
he stores it on a bungee around his 
neck. this means that once they have 
donated their primary, it is just a ques-
tion of ducking the head and putting 
the bungied backup into their mouth. 
 it is possible to use a twinset and 
long hose setup in conjunction with a 

standard bcD style jacket, provid-
ing that the jacket is sturdy enough. 
however, it is more 
common to use 
a twinset with a 
wing style 
bcD, 
back-
plate 
and har-
ness. 
the 

wing provides the abil-
ity to have increased 
buoyancy to offset 
the twinset and also 
puts the buoyancy 
in the same place as 
the twinset. this usually 
makes the setup more 
comfortable then a 
bcD style configura-
tion. the harness also 
reduces the amount of 
equipment and clut-

ter that the diver 
has on their front. 
this is important 
if we are trying 

to maintain a 
streamlined configu-

ration. When this type 
of setup is correctly con-

figured it can be much 
more comfortable than 
a single cylinder and 

pony mounted on a bcD 
style jacket. 
 technical divers will 
often carry multiple gases, 
for use on different parts 
of the dive. one or more 
rich nitrox mixes are used 
to speed up the decom-

pression, and there may even 
be an additional gas that is 
breathed during the descent. 
these additional gases are 
carried in what are typically 
known as stage cylinders. 
these are usually clipped into 
the diver’s chest and their waist 
and hang at their sides.

Marker buoy
Amongst technical divers, 
there is a convention that a 
red or orange DSMb is used as 
the main DSMb. they would 
also typically carry a spare 
DSMb complete with spare reel 
or spool. in addition, most tech-
nical divers also carry a yel-
low DSMb. this is used to signal 
that the diver has a problem 
and requires additional gas or 
other help. typically, this is sent 
up the same line as the main 
DSMb and will often have a 
slate attached, which allows 
the diver to indicate what help 
they need. of course, there is 
always the potential for confu-

sion if a recreational diver has 
a yellow DSMb, and so all the 
recreational diving agencies 
through the british Diving Safety 
Group have agreed that if rec-
reational divers carry a single 
DSMb then this should be red or 
orange rather than yellow.
 the use of rebreathers has 
become very common in tech-
nical diving but that is a sub-
ject for another article... 

Mark powell is one of the lead-
ing technical diving instructors. 
Mark has been diving since 
1987 and instructing since 1994. 
he is a full time technical diving 
instructor for a number of the 
leading agencies and teaches 
all levels up to and including 
Advanced trimix. Mark has 
led a number of expeditions 
to various parts of the world 
including the Middle east, 
costa Rica, Malta and the Red 
Sea but is usually found diving 
the wrecks around the coast of 
the UK. ■
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The forgotten flatback sea turtle  
expedition

the Sea turtle Restoration project is working with activists 
in Australia to protect the little known flatback sea turtles 
that live in the area of Western Australia known as the 
Kimberley. if you would like to receive some information, 
to volunteer or to discuss this exciting sea turtle and out-
back adventure, contact teri Shore at tshore@tirn.net. ■

Guana Research Reserve volunteers and staff track 
and protect sea turtles

the Guana Research Reserve on ponte vedra beach in 
Florida has been busy tracking and protecting loggerhead 
sea turtle nests this nesting season.
 Loggerhead turtles are the most common sea turtles in the 
area. Approximately 72 nests are recorded each year, but 
this year the number of nests has more than tripled. 
 Don eastman, Guana Reserve biologist said, “We may be 
experiencing a baby-boom on our beaches.”
 nesting season runs to the end of october. this season, 
to date, records indicate more than 250 nests have been 
counted along the seven-mile beach.
 the biologists believe that public education and making 
shrimpers use turtle excluder devices on their nets could be 

contributing to the increase in the number of nests. 
 A cadre of 18 trained volunteers has been the key to the success 

of the research program. volunteers not only adopt nests but also 
educate people on the beach and through a lecture series on 

how to protect sea turtles. ■

sea turtles from the Gulf oil 
spill have been released in 
Florida

two boats of wildlife rescuers released 
42 Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles, plucked 
from the waters near the Deepwater 
horizon oil spill, got a second chance. 
 the releases, Florida’s 
wildlife officials said, was 
the largest number of res-
cued sea turtles returned 
to the Gulf of Mexico; 
thus capping a remark-
able journey of rescue 
and recovery.
 the juvenile turtles were 
rescued between June 
and August. of the 42 
turtles, 37 were victims of 
the oil spill, and the other 
five were found stranded 
in Mississippi, but without oil on them. 
More than 150 oil spill tur-
tles are still waiting to 
be released. 
 once at the 
release site, the 
turtles were 
each taken out 
of their crates, 
and their tags 
recorded 
before being 
released. ■

turtle tales

edited by 
bonnie McKenna

Loggerhead turtle (caretta caretta)
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