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Aeris A300
We could be in for an interesting 
Valentine’s Day. Aeris has 
stated their latest dive 
computer will be on sale 
in February. The A300 
CS is a hoseless air-
integrated wrist com-
puter with a patented 
‘Air Time Remaining’ 
function. It has an ultra-
bright high contrast 
OLED display with critical 
dive data displayed in 
different colours. Data 

can be download-
ed and settings 

uploaded via via 
Bluetooth wireless 
technology. The A300 
CS also features a 3-Axis 
Digital Compass with full tilt compensation 
and divers can change their own batteries. 
Apparently these have a 40–60 hour duration.  

diveaeris.com

Gobe Light & Motion’s latest travel 
torch weighs in at a mere 160 grams. The 
GoBe is compatible with six different 
light heads and comes with a wide 
range of accessories: USB Charge 
Cable, Bar Mount, Lanyard, Head 
and Body Splash Caps and GoBe+ 
Handle. The GoBe has five different 
power modes and a range of burn 
times from 1.5 hours (high) to 36 hours 
(SOS mode). The robust design is water-
proof to 120m (393ft) and apparently it 
can be mounted to just about anything.
lightandmotion.com

otter Respected U.K. drysuit manufacturer, Otter, has 
recently launched Otter Gators. Some drysuit divers 
(especially cave divers) want to reduce drag on their 
legs and limit airflow into their boots to lower the risk 
of inversion. A simple way to achieve this is to wrap 
gators around the lower leg. These Otter gators are 
constructed from cordura and are secured by 
double velcro strips.  drysuits.co.uk

chromis 
Scubapro 
launched this 
feature-rich wrist 

dive computer 
at DEMA 2013. 

The first thing that 
struck me about 

this computer is 
that Scubapro has 

acknowledged their 
customers like playing in 

water and added a useful pat-
ented swim-lap counter. (I don’t know of any other dive com-
puters that have this benefit). The Chromis has a large display, 
and can be put into free diving or apnea mode and gauge 
mode with continuous average depth. Recreational instruc-
tors may wish to use the Chromis when teaching because 
it can also be put into scuba mode with an independ-
ent stopwatch (really handy for timing skills). The Chromis 
comes in three sporty colours—black, white and orange 
and black.  scubapro.com

se7en 
The Poseidon SE7EN 
(launched at the DEMA 
Show in November) 

closed-circuit rebreather 
has ‘7’ new features.These 
include Generation 7 (G7) 
electronics making the 

SE7EN firmware 40 to 50 
times faster than previous 
Poseidon products. Divers 
gain speedy connectivity, 
courtesy of Bluetooth, so 
they are able to download 
their dive logs or update set-
tings in seconds. The Dive 
Management System (now 

Mac compatible) allows divers 
to configure their rebreathers in min-
utes, and there is enhanced remote 
support should you get 
into a fix. The whole unit 

is encased in a rather sexy 
‘Marvel reminiscent’ case, 
complete with grab rails, and it 

is rated to 100m (300 ft).   
poseidon.com

 http://www.diveaeris.com
http://www.lightandmotion.com/underwater/gobe700spot.html
http://www.drysuits.co.uk/product_p/ottgw.htm
http://www.scubapro.com/en-US/USA/instruments/computers/products/chromis.aspx
http://www.poseidon.com/
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spyderco  
Those working in and around water often 

have a need for a sharp knife. Spyderco 
has brought out a Pacific Salt Black Blade that 

looks to be a useful tool. They state that the H-1 
steel blade will never rust even if it is put away wet. 

The H-1 blade is PlainEdged and coated in long-lasting 
black carbonitride. All internal steel parts are also treated 

making them impervious to rust and pitting. And the 
blade’s hole is enlarged to 14mm for easier 

opening or closing with gloved, wet 
or cold hands. The Volcano 

Grip is textured, and the 
titanium pocket clip can 

be reversed to suit right 
and left-handed people. 

Finally, the lanyard hole 
offers a redundant 
method of attachment 
for those just-in-case-I-
drop-it moments.
spyderco.com

Maxtec The market for dive logging 
software continues to grow. Now you can 

dive with an ‘iMax Dive Buddy’. Just clip the 
yellow device to your kit and go diving. The 

instrument will log your typical dive profile, 
depth, water temperature, etc. Once you 

have completed your dive, you can wirelessly 
retrieve your log. Simply edit it, adding in loca-

tion, gear configuration, highlights, friends, etc, 
and then upload the result to your social media 

channels by one-click.  Maxtecscuba.com

trilobite The design is clever 
because you can ‘feel’ what you 
are about to cut before you do, i.e. 
your high-pressure hose. If you ever 
end up in that unfortunate situation of 
having to cut blind—you are entan-
gled in monofilament and your buddy 
hasn’t noticed—this is quite reassuring. 
Apparently, the EEZYCUT Trilobite can 
cut line up to 13mm thick, neoprene, 
fishing line, kelp and trilaminate drysuits. 
The tool comes in nine different colour 
options including Phosphorescence, Hi 
Viz, Red and Yellow Jacket. Divers also 
have three different options for mount-
ing their EEZYCUT Trilobite—a wrist pouch, 
a harness pouch and the flexi pouch.  
Eezycut.com

seac Seac unveiled two new regulators at the DEMA 
Show. Pictured here is the 100 Series second stage. This 
regulator has a balanced-diaphragm first stage. Seac 
states this reg will be available in three options: cold 
water (DX 100 ICE), warm water (DX 100) and light-
weight (MX 100). The 200 Series will again be avail-
able in three options: DX 200 ICE, DX 200 and MX 
200. Apparently, this is an ultra-high perform-
ance, balanced first stage with a balanced 
second stage that has a user-adjustable 
Venturi assist. These regulators should 
be available in 
spring 2014.   
seacsub.com

Mesh 
If there is one piece of kit a diver 
needs, it is a mesh bag. These type 
of bags are very handy for stash-
ing equipment when day boat or RHIB 
diving. Oceanic has manufactured this 
bag to withstand typical diver use and lack 
of maintenance. To this end, the eyelets are 
metal, and the mesh is PVC coated. Apparently, if 
you can lift the loaded bag, the mesh nor the back-
pack straps should not fail, Oceanic claims.
oceanicworldwide.com

https://www.facebook.com/EUROTEKDIVE
http://www.spyderco.com/catalog/details.php?product=406
http://www.maxtecscuba.com/divebuddy/
http://eezycut.com/
http://www.seacsub.com/scuba/dx-100-ice.html
http://www.oceanicworldwide.com/us/bags/mesh-backpack/
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Doug Allan
Underwater Cinematographer

Text by Alison Barrat 
Photos courtesy of Doug Allan and 
Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans 
Foundation

You might know doug Allan 
because of his spectacu-
lar cinematography. in his 
30-year filming career, he’s 
been involved with over 60 films 
and series, and has worked 
for bbc, discovery, national 
Geographic and many oth-
ers, filming on series such as 
the blue planet, planet Earth, 
Human planet and Frozen 
planet. His photographic 
awards include seven Emmy’s 
and four bAFtA’s. He has twice 
won the underwater category 
in the Wildlife photographer of 
the Year and was awarded the 
Royal Geographical society’s 
cherry kearton Medal for his 
wildlife images. last year, he 
was made an Honorary Fellow 
of the Royal photographic 
society.

Or, maybe you’re familiar with his work 
in Antarctica. He spent eight years 
down south as a research diver, sci-
entist, and photographer for the British 
Antarctic Survey (BAS), before changing 
direction to full time filming in 1985. He 
has three honorary doctorates in recog-
nition of his camerawork, as well as two 
Polar Medals.

 But you probably won’t know Allan for 
his views on being hugged by a Walrus, 
why he gives Svalbard airport café a 
wide berth, or what he thinks about mak-
ing films on ocean conservation. Read 
on to find out what Allan has to say 
about these as well as some of his other 
stories.

AB: You’ve said that your early career 
ambitions were to work “underwater, 
anywhere”. What attracted you to div-
ing?

DA: I was drawn to the water in the 60’s 
when quite honestly there were two fron-
tiers. There was space and the ocean, 
and they were talked about in the same 

paragraph. I couldn’t go into space, but 
anyone could go underwater.  
 Back then, underwater was a much 
more foreign environment then it is now. 
I read The Silent World [by Jacques-Yves 
Cousteau] when I was 11 or 12, and 
it really fired me up with that sense of 
underwater adventure. It was exciting 
and romantic, and I liked the idea of get-

ting close to dangerous animals. Classic 
things that would attract a wee boy. 

AB: Are those the same reasons you went 
to be a research diver in Antarctica?

DA: When I graduated as a biologist, 
I didn’t want to be a full on scientist. I 
wanted to help scientists underwater 
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profile doug Allan

because I simply felt I was a bet-
ter diver than many of them.  
Back in those days, it was slightly 
unusual for scientists to dive, and 
I had been working as a pearl 
diver in Scotland and as a diver in 
the central Sudanese Red Sea, so 
when the vacancy for a diver in 
Antarctica came up, I didn’t think 
too much about it, I just applied.
 I was offered a one year con-
tract to take the place of some-
body who had left. Normally, 
when you go to the Antarctic 
you get the job about June or 
July and then you go to a big 

conference in Cambridge to 
learn about BAS and meet all 
the other people who have jobs 
in the Antarctic. But I bypassed 
all that completely, and when I 
arrived on base, I had only been 
to Cambridge for about a week, 
then flown down to the bottom 
of South America and been on a 
ship for four days. I arrived on the 
base on one morning, and the 
following day, the ship left for the 
winter. We wouldn’t see any other 
people for nine months. 

AB: You spent five winters in 

Antarctica. How do you cope 
with that type of isolation?  

DA: The most isolated place was 
a base called Halley, and I got 
a chance to be the base com-
mander there. The 16 of us on the 
base were isolated for 11 months; 
we only got one ship during the 
year. There’s no exposed rock for 
150 miles, and the sun doesn’t 
come above the horizon for 100 
days.
 I think the whole BAS experi-
ence is great if you hit it at the 
right time in your life. If you’re the 

right kind of person to 
be there, then there’s 
nothing else like it—you 
don’t really notice the 
isolation, or if you do, 
then it’s something that 
you take on and almost 
thrive under. But I have 
to say that the isolation 
back then was very dif-
ferent from now.
 The Antarctic is still 
physically isolated, but 
we were quite cut off 
with regard to com-
munication. Because 

back then—and we’re talking 
about the days of telex, a very 
slow and cumbersome form of 
communication—messages had 
to be practical, to do with issues 
on base. We were only allowed 
to send out 100 words of personal 
news every month and receive 
100 words back each month.
 Today, most of the bases 
have email, so you can pretty 
much send as much text as you 
want. I think that would be too 
much communication for me. 
Because the problem is that the 
really good emails would tend to 
make me long for home, and the 
really depressing news from ‘the 
real world’ would make me sad 
because there’s nothing you can 
do because you are isolated. 
 I think if you can’t physically get 
back, then you’re actually bet-
ter if you mentally can’t get back 
there either. But this is an oldie 
speaking, not a digital native!

AB: You first started filmmaking in 
Antarctica, how did you get into 
it?

DA: I became very interested in 
photography during my first three 
winters, but then at the end of my 
third winter, we had a film crew 
come on the base, including 
David Attenborough. They were 
there for just a day, and through 
that day, I helped them around 
the island and took their camera-
man underwater. 
 It was while talking to them 
that I realized that there was this 
job called a wildlife cameraman 
that checked all the boxes I was 
enjoying—diving, travel, animals, 
excitement, worthwhile cause. 
That’s where the germ started.  
That’s where I thought that I 
should consider shooting movies 
rather than stills.  
 So I decided I would take a 
movie camera down on my next 
winter in Antarctica. Before I 

Allan diving with camera

Allan filming 
humpback 
whales
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went, I contacted the BBC and 
asked was anyone interested in 
the footage I might come back 
with? A producer said he was, 
and so when I was down there, I 
filmed the emperor penguins.  
 When I came back, I showed 
him the footage. He liked it. He 
bought some and asked me to 
go down for the following sum-
mer to shoot stuff for his upcom-
ing series about birds. So when 
Birds for All Seasons came on TV 
in 1985, I had my foothold. You 
could say the first commercial 
piece of movie photography that 
I shot was in 1983 when I did the 
emperor penguins.  
 I then wrote up a couple of 
ideas that I had about films, 
which you could do in the 
Antarctic winter. I persuaded 
Survival Anglia to commission 
them and went into full time film-
making in 1986. 

AB: What is the best 
thing that you have 
filmed underwater 
in Antarctica or the 
Arctic?

DA: Wow, that’s a 
hard call, but we did 
do leopard seals hunt-
ing Adele penguins for 
the BBC’s Life in the 
Freezer. It was the first 
time leopard seals had 
been filmed underwa-
ter. 
 I was always fairly 
confident that we 
could do it. But in 
those days, a lot of 
people believed that 
leopard seals were 
very dangerous. 
In reality, the seals 
were actually quite 
approachable in the 
water, and that close-

ness made for 
a very dramatic 
sequence. 
 I always remem-
ber that one in 
terms of being a 
real groundbreak-
er. Then, on the 
other hand, the 
time I spent with 
the emperor pen-
guins in the water 
for Blue Planet—
that was really spe-
cial as well. 
 But I have to 
say the pick of 
my underwater 
polar sequences 
is probably the 
polar bears swim-
ming, which I did 
for the BBC wildlife 
special just called 
Polar Bear, back in 

‘96-97. We got these lovely under-
water shots of polar bears swim-
ming. For a couple of shots, I was 
in the water with them, but the 
loveliest takes were with a remote 
camera held over the side of the 
boat and working with a very 
cooperative polar bear. He let us 
get really close while he was pad-
dling through the water.

AB: So have you had any close 
calls while filming underwater?  

DA: Well a walrus grabbed me 
when I was snorkelling off the 
ice edge in the Arctic. I had just 
finished taking some still shots 
of some murres diving, and I 
was treading water vertically. 
Suddenly, something had me 
around the waist and was hold-
ing me really, really tightly. It was 
a complete surprise; this was a 
classic attack, no warning what-

so-ever. I looked down and 
literally tucked underneath 
my arm there was a head 
of a walrus. I hit him on the 
head, hard, with the cam-
era; he let go and swam 
away a couple of meters 
and looked at me. By that 
time I was swimming hard 
for the ice edge and pull-
ing myself out, so the whole 
thing lasted seconds. But 
that’s exactly how walrus 

attack seals.
 Sometimes they shift their diet 
from mussels to seals, hunting 
them when the seals are sleep-
ing at the surface. The walrus dive 
down and look up from under 
water, see the seals, grab them, 
and take them down. If that wal-
rus’ reaction to being hit on the 
head had been to sink down 
with me, that would have been 
it. They kill the seals by either 
squeezing them very tightly and 

profile doug Allan

Allan being handed his camera in a hole in the ice

Allan with underwater camera under 
the ice in the Canadiian Arctic; 

Emperor penguins and three-week-
old chicks, photo by Doug Allan (left)

DOUG ALLAN
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crushing them, or the walrus puts 
his lips on the seal’s head and 
sucks his brains out. So it was just 
luck really that he didn’t do either 
of those things to me.
 As an aside to that, as wildlife 

filmmakers we go into situations 
on land or in the water where 
certainly there’s the potential 
for things to get dangerous. But 
I think ... that our experience, 
gained from the amount of time 

we get to spend with the animals, 
means that we can recognize 
when their mood changes, and 
at that stage, you just back off. 
There’s no point in getting injured 
or bitten. That usually brings the 
shoot to a halt, and that’s just 
frustrating and daft. After all, 
you’re there to do a job, and to 
be unnecessarily injured is just a 
bit pointless really.

AB: You’ve recently written a 
book called Freeze Frame about 
your experiences filming in the 
Arctic and Antarctica. Why did 
you write a book?

DA: I think I’ve always enjoyed 
the different media—television, 
radio and books. Of the three, 
television actually gives you the 
least information output. It aims 
to swamp you with visuals. Radio 
is better, and books are best of 
all. And I like talking to people, 
talking to schools. People ask 
me about my adventures, and I 
knew there were a lot of things 
I wanted to offer, information to 
give out about my career and 
animals, who I am, and how you 
film and various things like that.  
So, I’d been thinking about a 
book for quite a long time. 
 I decided to do it in the form of 
short stories. Of course, that was 
much easier to write than a big 
long linear book. You can open 
mine anywhere and read a little 
story. And I wanted it so that with-
in the stories there would be at 
least one or two moments where 
you would say, “Well I didn’t know 
that.”  
 And it can be all kinds of 
“didn’t know that”—maybe a 
wee fact about a polar bear, or 
a different way of thinking about 
an ethical issue that comes up 
when you’re filming. How close 

can you go? How do you take 
such a shot? How do you live in 
the Antarctic for two and half 
years without women and come 
away quite sane? What was it 
like shooting film when you didn’t 
see the results until you came 
back? All these little sort of things 
are just answered piece by piece 
through the book. Writing it was 
one of the biggest bits of fun I’ve 
ever had, and I hope that comes 
through. Me, my editor Roz, and 
my designer, Simon—those were 
the only people involved. Great. 

AB: You reveal quite a lot about 
yourself in the book. How did you 
choose which personal moments 
to include?

DA: What I did when I started, I 
had this idea to write all these 
short stories. I literally sat up one 
night in bed about 2:00 AM, and 

I thought, “I know what some of 
these stories are going to be.” So 
I just wrote down the one-liners 
that reminded me about all of 
these things.
 I wanted to wear my heart on 
my sleeve and open up a little 
bit, too, and I didn’t find that dif-
ficult at all. In some respect, it was 
wonderfully liberating. When you 
don’t have to write an introduc-
tion to anything, you can just go 
right into the story. It’s almost like 
doing standup comedy or being 
on a talk show. Give them the 
facts, make them laugh, make 
them sigh, make them gasp!  
That’s what I like about it. But it’s 
up to the reader to choose—it’s 
what makes the book different. 
 The best review that I got was in 
Wanderlust magazine, who said, 
“The most fascinating thing about 
Freeze Frame is that you can feel 
Doug’s personality and passion 

come singing through when you 
read the stories. Like the man 
himself, this book is a one off.” I 
thought that was great. Very flat-
tering.

AB: You like making people laugh. 
What are the funniest moments 
that you’ve spent filming or div-
ing?

DA: One of the funniest was when 
I was coming back off of a shoot 
in Svalbard, in the Norwegian 
Arctic. I had been in the field for 
a long time, and we’d been held 
up by bad weather. We just had 
time to get all the gear packed, 
fling it in the car and drive to the 
airport. Back in those days, there 
were only two or three flights a 
week back to Norway.  
 We got all the gear checked 
in with very little time to spare. 
We had just a few minutes, and 

profile doug Allan

Beluga whales, photo by Doug Allan

Allan filming hump-
back whale and 

calf in Tonga

DOUG ALLAN
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so I went upstairs to the toilet. I 
went into this toilet that was just 
off the café, and it was so nice 
and warm, I fell asleep on the 
loo. I woke up a little bit later to 
a Norwegian airport announce-
ment—I thought it had to be the 
last call for this flight. 
 So, I went to go out, but the 
main door back into the café 
was locked, and I couldn’t get 
out. Then, there was another 
announcement, and I was begin-
ning to get concerned because 
this was a big, heavy, metal 
door, and I wasn’t able to open 
it. There hadn’t been many peo-
ple in the café when I went in. I 
thought people had left the café 
and that it was all locked. So, I 
started banging on the door, kick-
ing at it, shouting at the top of my 
voice. No way I was going to miss 
my flight!
 Then suddenly, there was a 

noise behind me—another door 
opened, and all these people 
were looking in from the café. I 
had come out of the toilet cubi-
cle and turned the wrong way. 
Now I was basically trying to kick 
myself into the cleaning closet. I 
had to push my way past these 
people and run down the stairs 
and get on the plane.  
 And the thing is I had to go 
back through that airport several 
times over the next year, and 
there were always people there 
who had been in that café. I’m 
sure I became known as the mad 
man who locked himself in the 
toilet in Svalbard.

AB: You’ve returned to Antarctica 
and the Arctic many times since 
you first went there. What kind of 
changes have you seen in terms 
of climate change?

DA: I first went to the Arctic in 
1988 and caught the tail end of 
what I would call the classic pre-
dictable weather period. When 
you went in April or May, you 
could pretty much guarantee 
nine or ten lovely days of sunshine 
followed by a two- or three-day 
blow, and then another decent 
period of weather. 
 Now 25 years later, the weather 
in April or May can be all over 
the place. You don’t really know 
what you’re going to get. There 
can be rain, which was almost 
unheard of back then. You seem 
to see much less of the sun. The 
weather patterns are much less 

predictable weather pat-
terns. I certainly notice 
that.  
 And in the Antarctic, I 
can go back to places 
where 35 years ago I would 
be standing right at the 
front of a glacier, where I 
could reach out and touch 
the ice. I stand in that 

same place now, and the glacier 
is 30 meters away.  
 I can look at where 30 years 
ago I could see a 20,000 strong 
colony of Adelie penguins. I stand 
there now, and there are only 
2,000 to 3,000 Adelies, and the 
rest are Gentoo penguins—so one 
species has moved over. Gentoos 
are basically a northern species, 

but the peninsula of the 
Antarctic has warmed 
up so much that these 
Gentoos are now able to 
come further south. 
 You talk to the Inuit in 
the Arctic because they 
are the people who really 
know. Their experience 
of the climate goes back 
not 25 years like mine 
but 2,000 years. They will 
tell you about the ber-
ries coming out sooner, 
about the ice changing 

and how much longer the sum-
mers are becoming. Things like 
that. 
 There is absolutely no doubt 
that the Arctic in changing really, 
really dramatically. The amount 
of sea ice in the summer is much, 
much less than it used to be, and 
almost certainly in the next five 
to ten years, we will have a sum-

mer where all the ice melts in the 
Arctic. What this will mean in the 
long term to population numbers 
of seals, whales and polar bears 
is open to question. It will mean 
a huge change to basic Arctic 
marine ecology, but it seems 
clear that polar bear numbers 
will fall, and their distribution will 
become more restricted. 

AB: You’ve recently been working 
on some scientific films that high-
light climate change. What are 
these projects?

DA: I’ve always worked on a 
range of films. And certainly 
among the most challenging and 
exciting, but also good fun and 
worthwhile films, are the ones 
I’ve done which are conserva-
tion or issue led. That’s why it has 
been so satisfying working with a 
group called the Living Oceans 

profile doug Allan

Allan filming current meter deployment

Allan on a shoot in French 
Polynesia; Allan filiming 

sealion in Galapagos 
(below)

KHALED BIN SULTAN LIVING OCEANS FOUNDATION
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Foundation. Their purpose is sci-
entific, educational, and it has a 
conservation angle to it because 
they do reef surveys. They study 
coral reefs and use the science 
and the films to help influence 
government opinions about 
which are the best areas of a 
country’s coral reefs to conserve.  
 The films are also used to get 
the information into schools, 
which is where I think you have 
to go for the basics. You’ve got 
to educate the youngsters about 
these things. I think it’s great that 
wherever the foundation is, they 
try involving some local divers 
and local scientists, encourage 

them to come along and make 
space for them on their expedi-
tion—because nothing speaks to 
a country like local people from 
that country.
 It’s much more powerful if you 
have the locals talking about it; 
it’s much more powerful if the 
local scientists spread the word. 
So, for all of these reasons, and 
even though they may be non-
broadcast and are lower profile 
than a whole lot of these bigger 
series that I’m on, I still often think 
the films that the Living Oceans 
Foundation makes are more 
worthwhile.   

AB: Why is it important to you to 
be involved in films that teach 
about ocean conservation? 

DA: Part of it is just your maturity 
as a person and maturity as a film 
maker. I know that it’s my involve-
ment with these high-end series 
which gave me the profile I have.  
But I like to think I have something 
now to give back.
 I think when I started, I was real-
ly excited to show people things 
which they hadn’t seen before. 
Twenty years ago, there was a 
strong case for saying that we 
won’t get people to care about 
the oceans or the environment 

until we let them 
see what it is that 
we want them to 
protect. But I think 
the big series run 
the risk of losing that 
purpose.  They edu-
cate to a degree, 
but they’re not multi-
faceted enough. 
They may be realistic 
about the behaviors 
they show, but do 
they really show what 
the broader world is 
like?
 What I would like to see is 
a series, which is imaginative 

enough, which is clever enough 
with good producers, and good 
story lines, where we can mix the 
message with the lovely wildlife 
and make something that really 
does make people think different-
ly about the sea and about the 
environment, and so let people 
reconnect with it.  The big glossy 
series are wonderfully polished, 
but I’m not sure the viewers con-
nect with them on a visceral level 
the way you do with other films. 
I think the smaller films like the 
Living Oceans Foundation pro-
duction are getting closer to we 
want somehow. 

AB: What’s your next project?

DA: My next project is a Living 
Oceans Foundation program out 
in the Pacific. And then I have 
some polar bear filming to do. 
It’s actually second unit stuff for a 
feature film. It’s a feature film with 
a climate change message in it. 
Nothing 

absolutely 
major—just a number of things to 
consolidate. It’s always like that 
as a freelancer.

AB: You been a lot of places, and 
you’ve seen a lot of things other 
people haven’t seen. Do you 
have a philosophy for making life 
worthwhile and enjoyable?

DA: There are two quotations that 
I found a long time ago. I found 
them when I was at university, 
and I’ve sort of lived by them, 
consciously or subconsciously.  
One has been ascribed to Henry 
David Theroux: “The mass of men 
live lives of quiet desperation and 
go to the grave with song still in 
them.” 
 I think you should start singing 
as soon as you can, and make 
sure you sing as long as you can, 
and as loud as you can.
 And the other is often attrib-
uted to Mark Twain: “Twenty years 
from now you will be more disap-
pointed by the things you didn’t 
do than the things you did do. So 
throw off the bowlines. Sail away 
from the safe harbor. Catch the 
Trade winds in your sails. Explore. 
Dream. Discover.”
 I say that somewhere inside you 
is a passion for something which 
is as strong as my passion was 
for diving. I didn’t know when I 
started where I would end up, the 
main thing I did was follow my 
heart. ■

Doug Allan’s book, Freeze 
Frame, is available at Dougallan.
com. You can see the work 
of the Khaled bin Sultan 
Living Oceans Foundation at 
Livingoceansfoundation.org. 
 Alison Barrat is a former pro-
ducer and series producer for 
National Geographic Television. 
She is currently Director of 
Communications for the Khaled 
bin Sultan Living Oceans 
Foundation.

profile doug Allan
Diving Guillemots, Allan’s prize-
winning photograph; Book cover 
of Freeze Frame by Doug Allan 
(below inset)

DOUG ALLAN

http://www.dougallan.com
http://www.dougallan.com
http://www.livingoceansfoundation.org
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Where’s the O2?

opinion

Scuba Confidential

Text by Simon Pridmore

i was a guest on a dive boat a 
few months ago. We had just 
arrived in crystal bay, a notori-
ous diving accident black spot 
on the outlying balinese island of 
nusa penida, when our attention 
was drawn by a burst of frenetic 
activity next to a neighbour-
ing boat. A wetsuited figure was 
being manhandled over the side 
of the boat and laid out on deck. 
A couple of crewmen hunched 
over the figure while every-
one else on board stood to one 
side, heads craned in concern. 
seeing us approach, one of the 
crew shouted over and asked if 
we had oxygen. We did and we 
handed our big green dAn kit 
over to them as the boats met 
bow to bow. they turned and 
headed off at full speed to the 
main island of bali, a good 45 
minutes rough ride away. 

I never found out what happened to the 
injured diver nor what had caused the 
accident, but the combination of cool 
water, fast current and depth at the 
edge of the bay has caused more than 
a few inexperienced divers to elect for a 
rapid ascent as a way of “just getting out 
of there!” 

the wrong choice
Once the key first aid concerns of 
monitoring consciousness, airway and 
breathing have been taken care of, the 
recommended treatment for suspected 
decompression illness (DCI) is administra-
tion of 100 percent oxygen. The oxygen 
should be delivered as soon as possible 
and continuously until there is no more 
oxygen available or until a diving doc-
tor instructs that it should be interrupted. 
Therefore, every responsible dive opera-
tion, whether boat or land-based, should 
carry a sufficient supply to allow a diver 
with suspected DCI to continue breath-
ing oxygen until they arrive at a medical 
facility with oxygen on tap.

The diver in the above incident had 
unfortunately chosen to dive from a 
boat that was carrying no oxygen at all. 
Luckily for the crew and for the diver (I 
hope), we had happened by and were 

suitably equipped to help. (Of course, 
this meant we no longer had oxygen, but 
that is another story!)

A key question
Before you dive with any operation, no 
matter how apparently professional it 
seems, make sure they have an appro-
priate answer to the question, “Where’s 
the O2?” 

Sadly, many are both under-prepared 
and under-equipped to deal with a div-
ing emergency. In your excitement to 
go diving, you may not have noticed 
how many dive briefings gloss over the 
key issues of where the oxygen is and 
who among the dive team is qualified to 
deliver it. This is not always an oversight; 
in many cases, there is actually no plan 
to deal with a DCI incident. The rationale 
given runs along the lines of, “It hardly 
ever happens, so it is not worth thinking 
about until it does.”

Failing to plan
Even top dive operations are guilty of 
failing to plan adequately. For example, 
liveaboards often carry oxygen on board 
the mother-boat but not on the small 
tenders that ferry divers to and from the 
dive sites. Often this ferrying involves long 

rides to 
allow 
the 
mother-
boat to 
float free 
in the deep 
channel 
away from 
the reefs. This 
means that if 
a diver blows to 
the surface, the 
nearest oxygen is a 
long way away, and the delay in deliv-
ery could make the difference between 
tragedy and survival. 

The reassuring visible presence of a big 
green box on a dive boat is not always a 
reliable indicator that the dive operation 
is prepared to deal with an injured diver. 
Given that accidents that require imme-
diate delivery of oxygen are thankfully 
rare, the oxygen kit can sit for a long time 
without being deployed. Stories abound 
in the dive industry of boat crews turning 
to the kit in an emergency and finding 
that the unforgiving marine environment 
has caused the rubber hoses to waste 
away and corroded the cylinder valve to 
the point of immobility.

So, 
when 

the ques-
tion, “Where’s 
the O2?” is 

greeted with a 
vague gesture in 

the direction of the 
green box, make a point 

of asking someone to open it, so 
you can see what sort of condition it is 
in and if that cylinder with the reassuring 
green band around actually has gas in 
it. This may not make you very popular, 
but as a diver, you have a vested inter-
est in ensuring that the people you are 
paying to take you diving are taking their 
responsibilities seriously, and the prospect 
of a few awkward questions might just 
encourage the idle or negligent to get 
their act together. ■

Simon Pridmore has been around the 
scuba diving industry in Asia, Europe and 
the United States (well, Guam) for the 
past 20 years. His latest book, also called 
Scuba Confidential, was published in 
September and is available on Amazon.

CHRIS EDZERODT

in many cases, there is 
actually no plan to deal 
with a DCI incident. 
The rationale given 

runs along the lines of, 
“It hardly ever happens, 
so it is not worth think-
ing about until it does.”
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Solomon IslandsDiving New Georgia

Text and photos by Don Silcock
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travel solomons

like a series of random punc-
tuation marks, the many islands 
of the solomons archipelago 
lay along the southern sec-
tion of the pacific Ring of Fire, in 
between the countries of papua 
new Guinea to the north, and 
Vanuatu to the south.

An independent country since 1976, the 
Solomon Islands are a quite special blend 
of Pacific Island Melanesian culture and 
phenomenal tectonic forces, which have 
created a chain of mountainous islands 
that are rich in native rainforest, spectac-
ular volcanoes and incredible lagoons.
Underwater, there are rich reef systems 
and an amazing variety of marine life 
together with one of the highest concen-
trations of WWII wrecks in the Pacific.

 Somewhat off the beaten track and to 
a degree tainted by the civil disorder that 
convulsed the country from 1998 to 2004, 
the Solomon Islands have long since sta-
bilized and are open for business again, 
offering a most rewarding destination for 
divers. 

selectivity… new Georgia
At the beginning of this year, having 
heard and read much about the coun-
try, I decided that it really was time I 
explored the Solomon Islands first-hand.
My first port of call when visiting a new 
location is always Google Earth, because 
it really does put everything into perspec-
tive, and with the Solomon Islands, I soon 
realized that I needed to be selective. 
The country consists of a total of almost 
1,000 islands organized into nine prov-
inces, plus the capital territory of Honiara 
on the northwest coast of the island of 

Guadalcanal. All of which means there 
are a lot of places to dive, and decid-
ing where to go is a bit like the kid in the 
candy store—where to start?
 Working the Internet hard narrowed 
down the first choice—land-based resort 
or liveaboard?

Underwater photographer on reef at Langranga. PREVIOUS PAGE: Charapoana Point

Aerial view of Marovo Lagoon barrier reef; Long-fin bannerfish, Uepi Jetty (right inset)
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 Honiara is the base for the respected 
liveaboard company, Bilikiki Cruises, 
who operate two boats in the Solomons. 
While logistically this offered the easi-
est place to begin as you fly in and go 
straight onto the boat, I opted for land-
based diving so that I could get a deep-
er sense of the local cultures.
 I eventually settled on two locations 

in the New Georgia area of the large 
Western Province of the Solomon Islands: 
Uepi Island Resort, in the huge Marovo 
Lagoon at the eastern end of the prov-
ince, and Munda, in the not quite so 
large Roviana Lagoon on the southern 
coast.
 Both these locations have excellent 
reputations, and logistically, they are 
pretty easy to get to, as Solomon Airlines 
operates regular domestic flights from 
Honiara to New Georgia with stops at 
both Seghe, which is the closest airstrip 
for Uepi Island, and Munda.
 There were another couple of places 
in New Georgia I would have loved to 
include: the spectacular Gatokae Island 
on the southern edge of the Marovo 
Lagoon and the wrecks of Gizo on the 
western tip of New Georgia. But my time 
for travel was limited, so I eventually 
decided that they would have to wait 
for next time.

A bad rap?
If certain sections of the Australian 
media are to be believed, the Solomon 
Islands is the Afghanistan of the Pacific, 
and only the intervention under the 
Regional Assistance Mission to the 
Solomon Islands (RAMSI) stopped it from 
actually becoming a failed state.
 RAMSI was launched in July 2003 at 
the request of the Solomon Islands gov-
ernment, after the civil disorder had 
reached a crisis point. It was basically a 
plea for help to its Pacific Ocean neigh-
bors. Led by Australia, RAMSI consisted 
of military, police and civilians from 
a coalition of regional countries that 
stepped in and quickly stabilized the 
situation, restoring law and order, and 
over time, establishing the foundations 
for the Solomon Islands to grow again.
 But perceptions linger, and I had lots 
of raised eyebrows in Australia when I 
told friends and colleagues that I was off 
to the Solomon Islands for three weeks. 

Superb sea fans at Charapoana Point near Uepi

Schooling fusilier over hard corals, Langranga; Wary cardinalfish at Eagle’s Nest in Munda (left)
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My personal acid test for such situa-
tions is to take off my watch, leave 
it and anything else of value in my 
room, pick up my cheap shirt-pocket 
camera and go for a walk to see what 
happens. 
 I always ask around if is it safe to go 
walkabout. From the taxi driver who 
brought me from Honiara Airport to 
the hotel concierge, I got a general 
“no worries”. Sure enough there were 
no worries, and I walked for many 
miles around Honiara without a single 
problem, meeting lots of nice people 
on the way.

Uepi island
Having “survived” Honiara, the next 
part of my journey was the flight to 
Seghe, which is the main airstrip for the 
Marovo Lagoon and the stopping off 
point for Uepi (rather amusingly pro-
nounced you-pee) Island.
 The flight heads northwest from 
Honiara towards New Georgia, pass-
ing over the scenic Russell Islands 
group on the way. The journey pro-
vides the first real indication of the 
incredible beauty of this country, as 
you fly over one rainforest covered 
island after another—all surrounded by 
the clear blue waters of the Solomon 

Sea. Then, as the plane descends over 
the Marovo Lagoon towards Seghe, 
you can see how the outer barrier 
islands form what is in fact the largest 
saltwater lagoon in the world, and an 
appreciation forms for its sheer magni-
tude!
 There really is 
something uniquely 
exciting about get-
ting off a small plane 
on a grass airstrip 
on a remote island 
and watching your 
dive gear being 
extracting from the 
cargo bay. Feeling 
a little bit like a cross 
between Indiana 
Jones and Jacques 
Cousteau, I walked 
over to the arrivals 
area—which is also 
the departure area, 
shop and waiting 
area, all consolidat-
ed into a single small 
wooden building—
and was met by my 
“driver” from Uepi.
 Five minutes later, 
we were skimming 

across the lagoon on the 25-minute 
journey to Uepi where the indomita-
ble Jill Kelly was waiting to greet me 
on the main jetty. 
 Jill, and her husband Grant, are 
partners in the small consortium that 
operates Uepi Island Resort where 
they are also the resident manag-
ers. But most importantly, the island 

travel solomons

Beautiful sea fans at Secret Spot in Munda Soft corals, Mushroom Island, Munda; Seghe Airport, Marovo Lagoon (above)

Graeme Sanson 
models with a 
large elephant 
ear sponge
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is their home, and they are fiercely proud 
of it.
 They discovered Uepi by a series of 
quite special coincidences in the early 
1980s and took over the operation of the 

small resort on the island in 1987, running 
it remotely from Australia through resident 
expatriate managers, while they raised 
their two children. In 2000, they moved to 
the island to take over direct control and 
have been there ever since, developing 
the operation into an integral part of the 
lagoon’s cultural fabric. 
 The complete staff of Uepi is drawn 
from the villages of the lagoon, and the 
Kelly’s have personally developed all of 
them—from the cooks in the kitchen to 
the dive staff. Managing a successful tour-
ism-based business in a remote location is 
inevitably a balancing act between the 
inescapable perception of wealth being 
taken from the common property, that is 
the Marovo Lagoon, and the “Wantok” 
system that predominates in the Solomon 
Islands.
 Wantoks are basically those who speak 
the same language or dialect, and in the 
Solomons where there are about 220 dif-
ferent languages, it can be thought of as 
a kind of tribal system whereby you look 
out for and share what you have with 
your Wantoks. In many ways, it is the glue 
that holds things together and evolved 
as a part of the traditional culture for 

very good reasons, but it is also a major 
impediment to progress, as it effectively 
penalizes those who do well by requiring 
them to provide for those who have not 
prospered so well.
 A successful business like Uepi can 
end up in a situation where excessive 
demands are made, and failure to com-
ply can generate significant resentment.
The Kelly’s have tackled this issue both 
positively and proactively by starting their 
own not-for-profit organization, Solutions 
pa Morovo, and supporting the admirable 
work of the Marovo Medical Foundation.
 Solutions pa Morovo is focused on 
improving the quality of life of the people 
of the Marovo Lagoon and has a spe-
cific focus on educational scholarships, 
while the Marovo Medical Foundation 
has worked absolute wonders at Seghe’s 
local hospital—including (believe it or not) 
building and equipping a complete new 
operating theatre.

diving the Marovo lagoon
The majority of the dive sites accessible 
from Uepi Island are on the New Georgia 
Sound side of it and the other barrier 
islands that form the northern rim of the 

travel solomons

Exit of Cave of the Kastum Shark, Munda; Curious turtle, Shark Point near Munda (lower left)

Beautiful marine life at Haipe; Diver at Haipe near Munda (left)
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Marovo Lagoon. The Sound is the large 
body of water that runs through the 
middle of the Solomons, separating the 
two main island chains that make up 
the country, which was nicknamed “the 
Slot” by the Allied forces during WWII.
 The Slot was the route chosen by the 
Japanese for what became known 
as the “Tokyo Express”—blacked-out 
destroyers travelling at high speed 

through the night to try and avoid Allied 
attack, while they resupplied their base 
on the island of Guadalcanal. 
 In fact, the Slot is actually a series of 
deep-water basins that are surrounded 
by the islands of the Solomons, which 
in turn are bounded on all sides by the 
incredibly deep trenches and troughs 
of the region—all of which produce a 
strong flow of nutrients and bountiful 

marine life, 
including a 
very healthy 
shark popula-
tion. Sharks are 
so common 
that after a 
few dives you 
start to ignore 
them.
 Diving the 
sites on the 
Slot side of 
the Marovo 
Lagoon are 
heady expe-
riences—think 
sloping walls 
dropping into 
the depths 

of the abyss with clear blue water and 
every chance of seeing large passing 
pelagics. 
 Then there are the “points” where the 
geological fault lines have thrown up 
the islands and left the passages into 
the lagoon. Here, there are ridges where 
rich coral gardens have developed 
along with their ecosystems, all nour-
ished by the mixed nutrients from the 
depths of the Slot and those that come 
out of the lagoon.
 At the points, such as Uepi Point on 
the tip of the island and the main chan-
nel into the lagoon, you will see the 

Superb swim-through at the General Store near Uepi

Yellow Sergeant fish at Uepi 
Jetty; Sunset on the Marovo 
Lagoon (right); Uepi Island main 
lodge (lower right); Uepi Island 
and the channel between Uepi 
and Charapoana Islands—the 
Welcome Jetty is on the left 
(below)
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underwater world as Mother Nature 
intended it to be—lush soft corals, 
superb fans filtering the nutrients 
and the full food chain of crea-
tures all the way up to the cruising 

grey reef sharks—or Her alter-ego 
at Charapoanna Point on the other 
side of the channel where the same 
intensity is concentrated onto the 
ridge, as the currents sweep round 
the corner.

Uepi Welcome Jetty
No visit to Uepi would be complete 
without experiencing the resident 
school of Marovo Lagoon grey 
reef sharks at the Welcome Jetty. 
Located on the edge of the deep-
water passage between the island 
and its neighbour Charapoana, the 
jetty and its guardians are literally 
world-famous and are truly a “must-
do” experience. Best dived on an 
incoming tide, the trick is to position 
yourself in front of the jetty at about 
5m and wait, as the sharks are used 
to divers and quite curious. So, if you 
are patient, they will come in and 
check you out. 
 Jill and Grant Kelly have been div-
ing and snorkelling with the sharks 

of the Marovo for nearly 30 years 
and say they have never felt threat-
ened by them. In fact, the way Jill 
described it, the sharks are com-
fortable and curious around divers 
because they have never been 
threatened by them. Is that not how 
it should be? 

Munda and Roviana lagoon
The next step on my journey of 
exploration in New Georgia was the 
short flight from Seghe to Munda 
and the incredibly scenic Roviana 
Lagoon on the southwest coast of 
the island. While not as big as the 
Marovo Lagoon, the Roviana is still 
a significant body of water that 
extends for over 50km eastwards 
from Munda and is bounded by a 
chain of barrier reefs and islands 
lying 2-4km offshore.
 Within the lagoon, the tectonic 
gods have created a series of rela-
tively shallow but sheltered environ-
ments that are interspersed between 

Titan Trigger Fish at Uepi Island jetty; Diver Anna Moriarty at Uepi Elbow (left)

Underneath Uepi’s Welcome Jetty; Reef sharks patrol at Uepi’s Welcome Jetty (top right)
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deep channels, which provide unobstruct-
ed passage for the waters of the Solomon 
Sea to enter. Rich with nutrients from deep 
trenches and basins to the south, these 

waters produce the per-
fect conditions for fish 
to aggregate and then 
spawn, which means the 
Roviana Lagoon can be 
considered as a gigantic 
nursery and larval trap 
for the area.
 Munda is both the epi-
center of the lagoon and 
the largest town on the 
island of New Georgia. It 
consists of a number of 
small villages that grew 
around a colonial era 
coconut plantation at 
Munda Point. 
 During WWII, the 
Japanese built an airstrip 
at Munda, which they 
managed to conceal 
for some time from the 

Allied forces by suspending coconut palms 
on cables across the runway so that it was 
not visible from the air. The subsequent dis-
covery led to a lot of bombing runs on the 

area, resulting in temporary closures of the 
airstrip while the Japanese made repairs to 
get it back in operation. It also meant that 
there is still a lot of unexploded ordinance in 
the rainforest that surrounds the Munda.
 The original airstrip is the site of the cur-
rent runway, which while I was there was 
approaching the end of a significant 
upgrade to allow jets to land. A major part 
of the project had involved the safe dispos-
al of all those unexploded bombs.
 The construction work had created a bit 
of a bubble in Munda, the downside of 
which was that the flow of money into the 
town had produced a lot of young drunks 
eager to spend their new found riches 
on Solbrew (the local beer) rather than 
to disperse it amongst their less fortunate 
Wantoks.
 Fridays in Munda are the highlight of 
the week, and I have to say that they are 
worth giving up an afternoon’s diving, as 
the locals come in from all directions across 
the lagoon to sell their produce at the 
local market in Lambete, the main village 
and the location of the very quaint Agnes 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Sea whips at Uepi Elbow; Picturesque Roviana Lagoon; 
Village kids at Roviana Lagoon;  Blacktip reef shark at Uepi’s Welcome Jetty
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Lodge—the only hotel in town. The 
Solbrew starts to flow from mid-af-
ternoon, and a distinct party atmos-
phere develops by sundown when 
the action moves to the Kava Bar—
think Bob Marley meets Somerset 
Maughan and happy drunks all 
around!

dive Munda
One of the great things about 
traveling to remote locations is that 
you meet some really interesting 
people. If Jill and Grant Kelly at Uepi 
personify Aussies in the South Seas, 
then Graeme Sanson and Jen Will 
are the U.K. versions. In their sixth 
year as residents of the Roviana 
Lagoon, their British bulldog determi-
nation to overcome the odds whilst 
still enjoying themselves and doing 

what they do best, was positively 
uplifting and at times very amus-
ing. Both keen technical divers and 
instructors, they have managed to 
assemble all the “stuff” associated 
with doing this safely in a remote 
location in their small dive shop at 
the side of the Agnes Lodge.
 Being a humble air diver, I had to 
listen stoically to their many stories 
about deep cleaning stations at 
55m where oceanic slivertip sharks 
come in for a touch up and polish, 
or the limestone formations and 
cave systems of the lagoon, togeth-
er with the numerous WWII ship and 
plane wrecks of the area that are 
still to be located; but all that is for 
another story, and as they say—
watch this space.

travel

Diver and sea fan, Mbelo, Munda; Schooling jacks at Top Shelf near Munda (top right) Lionfish, Shark Point, Munda; Sunrise at Roviana Lagoon (top)
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travel solomons

diving the Roviana lagoon
There are many sites to dive in the 
Roviana Lagoon, both inside the 
barrier islands and on the outside. 
The best, and certainly the most 
adventurous diving, are to be had 
on the outer sides of the barrier 
islands where you will find walls and 
slopes washed by the oceanic cur-
rents of the Solomon Sea and the 
biodiversity associated with those 
current flows—more hard corals 
than the softer variety, but very rich 
none the less, and all bathed in the 
deep clear blue waters that create 
stunning photogenic backdrops to 
the pelagics that patrol in them. 
 Probably the most iconic dive 
inside the lagoon is the Cave of the 
Kastom Shark, which is about one 
hour’s boat ride from Munda and 
located in the mangroves of one of 

the many islands. Entrance to the 
cave requires a short walk through 
the mangroves and then dropping 
into the small freshwater pool that 
is the start of a vertical shaft that 
leads into two large connected 
chambers.
 A guide line has been laid all 
the way through and, although 
you reach a depth of 35m at one 
point, the whole experience is pretty 
laid back and non-threatening to 
my untrained cave diver perspec-
tive. The exit from the cave takes 
about ten minutes to reach from 
the entrance in the mangroves and 
leads you out onto a steep wall 
where pelagics prowl on a regular 
basis.
 Similarly, no trip to the Roviana 
Lagoon can be concluded without 
a pilgrimage to the wreck of the 

Bell P39 Aeracobra wreck. I think 
every diver would like to discover 
their own wreck, but Graeme and 
Jen have actually done it when 
they located the WWII fighter sit-
ting serenely upright on the sand 
in 36m of water inside the lagoon. 
The wreck is reasonably intact and 
comes complete with its own school 
of sweetlips, which appear to have 
no fear of humans whatsoever. It is 
also a “must-do” dive.
 Graeme Sanson has not been 
able to identify the plane or its his-
tory since he discovered it in April 
2011 but believes it was shot down 
on a combat mission, as the ammu-
nition trays have rounds in them but 
are not full.
 Altogether, I spent 12 days in 
Munda and had many amazing 
dives. But if I had to pick a favorite, 

Diver on the wreck of the P39 Aeracobra near Munda

Wreck of the Dauntless 
Bomber near Munda

Wreck of the P39 Aeracobra near Munda;  
Deep water bommie at Nusa Roviana Wall (left)
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it would be Nusa Roviana Wall, 
which we first dived almost as an 
afterthought one afternoon. Down 
at 35m was the most amazing deep 
water reef, flush with both hard and 
soft corals, black coral trees and 
teeming with fish, while in the blue, 
large schools of jacks and barra-
cuda patrolled looking for their next 
meal.
 As we watched a squadron of 
eagle rays pass overhead and as 
I pondered whether it could ever 
be any better, the frantic signaling 
of Graeme Sanson drew my atten-
tion to the great hammerhead that 
was cruising up the channel just two 

meters to my right. If only I 
had taken the wide-angle 
camera!

Afterthoughts
Like a fine wine, the 
Solomon Islands stimu-
lates your taste buds and 
then draws you in, want-
ing more. I would have loved to stay 
longer and explore the things and 
places I learned about. This fine wine, 
once opened, has to be finished, and 
I will go back to the Solomons to finish 
my journey of exploration. It’s just a 
matter of time. ■

Don Silcock is a Bali based underwa-
ter photographer and writer whose 
principal focus is the diving and cul-
tures of the Indo-Pacific region. His 
images, articles and extensive loca-
tion guides can be found online on 
his website: indopacificimages.com

Superb swim-through, Eagles Nest near Munda

Clownfish and anemone (above), beautiful elephant ear sponge (lower 
left) and longnose hawkfish (right) on the deep water bommie at Nusa 
Roviana Wall; Schooling barracuda (top right), Shark Point, Munda

http://www.indopacificimages.com
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History  Great Britain estab-
lished a protectorate over the 
Solomon Islands in the 1890s and 
developed a number of coco-
nut plantations. The archipelago 
was the theatre for some of the 
bitterest fighting of World War II, 
including the famous battle of 
Guadalcanal. Self-government 
was achieved in 1976 and 
independence two years later. 
Government: The Solomon Islands 
is a parliamentary democracy 
and a member of the British 
Commonwealth. Capital: Honiara 

Geography  The Solomons are 
an archipelago of almost 1,000 
islands located along the south-
ern rim of the Pacific Ring of Fire, 
in between the independent 
countries of Papua New Guinea 
to the north, and Vanuatu to the 
south. Coastline: 5,313km. Terrain 
consists mostly of rugged moun-
tains and low coral atolls. Lowest 
point: Pacific Ocean 0m. Highest 
point: Mount Popomanaseu 
2,310m.

climate  The Solomon Islands 
archipelago lies within 12 degrees 
latitude of the equator and more 
than 1,500km from the nearest 
continent. It has a tropical climate 
with average daytime tempera-
tures of 29°C and evening tem-
peratures averaging 19°C, high 
humidity and abundant rainfall. 
Natural hazards include typhoons, 

but they are rarely destructive. It 
is a geologically active region, so 
there can be tremors, frequent 
earthquakes and volcanic activity 
as well as tsunamis. 

Environmental issues  The 
Solomons Islands are rich in natu-
ral resources but faces many 
environmental problems, which 
the development of the country’s 
small mining sector may soon 
exacerbate. The expansion of 
human settlement, agriculture, 
and timber harvesting has also led 
to deforestation.

Economy  The bulk of the pop-
ulation depends on agriculture, 
fishing, and forestry for at least 
part of its livelihood. Most manu-
factured goods and petroleum 
products must be imported. The 
islands are rich in undeveloped 
mineral resources such as lead, 
zinc, nickel, and gold. Prior to the 
arrival of The Regional Assistance 
Mission to the Solomon Islands 
(RAMSI), severe ethnic violence, 
the closing of key businesses, and 
an empty government treasury 
culminated in economic collapse. 
RAMSI’s efforts to restore law and 
order and economic stability 

have led to modest growth as the 
economy rebuilds.

currency  Solomon Islands 
dollars (SBD). Most major credit 
cards are accepted at the major-
ity of hotels. Exchange rates: 
1EUR=9.78SBD; 1USD=7.15SBD; 
1GBP=11.68SBD; 1AUD=6.38SBD; 
1SGD=5.65SBD

population  597,248 (July 2013 
est.) Ethnic groups: Melanesian 
94.5%, Polynesian 3%, Micronesian 
1.2% (1999 census) Religions: 
Protestant 73.7%, Roman Catholic 
19% (1999 census). 
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Internet users: 10,000 (2009)

language  Melanesian pidgin 
is the lingua franca in much of the 
country. Although English is the 
official language, it is only spoken 
by 1-2% of the population, There 
are about 220 indigenous lan-
guages.

Visas/permits  U.S., British, 
Commonwealth and E.E.C visi-

tors do not need to obtain a visa 
before arrival. 

security  Since 2003, the 
Regional Assistance Mission to 
Solomon Islands, consisting of 
police, military, and civilian advi-
sors drawn from 15 countries, has 
assisted in re-establishing and 
maintaining civil and political 
order while reinforcing regional 
stability and security.

Electricity  240 volts AC, Plug I 
(same as Australia). Electricity is 
not available on all islands though 
and supply may be erratic.

Health/Vaccinations  
Dental, doctors and hospital serv-
ices are available in major cen-
tres. Malaria is a problem in the 
Solomon Islands, and anti malarial 
precautions are highly recom-
mended.

decompression chamber  
There is a recompression chamber 
in Honiara. 

Web sites
Solomon Islands Tourism
www.visitsolomons.com.sb

solomon islands
fact file

SOURCES: U.S. CIA WORLD FACTBOOK, XE.COM
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