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Ghost FishingCan we prevent it?

text by heather hamza 
photos by tom boyd, shingo Ishida

There are certain images of 
marine life that consistently con-
jure up a predicted response 
from the general public, whether 
they are scuba divers or not. 
Consider the bloody waters 
resulting from the dolphin 
slaughter at Taiji, Japan. Picture 
a massive whale, having just 
breached, with a high-powered 
harpoon impaled in his or her 
body. Imagine hundreds of 
dead sharks lined up with their 
dorsal fins sliced off. These sto-
ries and images typically elicit 
anger, rage, devastation, sad-
ness, and/or feelings of power-
lessness. Now, what if I told you 
that there are additional human-
induced atrocities against these 
creatures, happening all over 
the world, every single day?  
These everyday events not only 
affect marine mammals and 
elasmobranchs (sharks, rays), 
but also turtles, sea birds, fish, 
crustaceans, and benthic (bot-
tom-dwelling) marine life.  
these common, daily occurrences are 
a direct result of the commercial fish-
ing industry and actually pose a greater 
threat to our oceans than the aforemen-

tioned “sensationalized” activities.   
 As a side note, many people justify 
their seafood consumption by saying that 
they catch it themselves. Interestingly, 
the combined efforts of “anglers” are just 
as devastating as commercial fishermen 

warranting an entire chapter on rec-
reational fishing in the empty ocean by 
Richard ellis. 
 commercial fishing—whether it is 
gill netting, trawling, purse seining, or 
long-lining—inevitably results in varying 

degrees of “non-target” catches, or “by-
catch” amounting to anywhere from 60 
to 90 percent of the total catch. every 
year there are easily billions of these unin-
tended catches, considered to be of no 
commercial value, causing incalculable 

and very likely irreparable damage to 
fragile aquatic ecosystems. 
 the other devastating secondary 
effect of commercial fishing is the issue of 
ghost nets, which will be the focus of this 
article. 
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The problem
Ghost fishing is a term used 
to describe what occurs with 
abandoned or lost commer-
cial fishing gear that inevitably 
continues to fish.  
 Ghost fishing first gained glo-
bal recognition in 1985 at the 
16th session of the Food and 
Agriculture organization (FAo) 
committee on fisheries. Across 
the scientific literature, ghost 
fishing is universally recognized 
as detrimental to the envi-
ronment and the fish stocks. 
When commercial fishing gear 

is lost or abandoned, it will 
continue to fish for months, 
years, perhaps even indefi-
nitely. this is due to the sturdy, 
non-biodegradable materials 
that fishing nets and pots are 
typically made of. 
 the true extent of the ghost 
fishing problem cannot ever 
be quantified, due to lost 
gear that is never retrieved, 
therefore becoming lost data.  
there are also ghost nets well 
beyond scuba diving depths. 
 Despite lost data, there are 
still plenty of numbers to work 

with. the effects of ghost fish-
ing stem from two resources:  
reports from deliberate clean-
up efforts and from control-
led studies. In both instances, 
numbers and species of ani-
mals killed or trapped are 
recorded. With deliberate 
cleanups, tonnage and type 
of gear are tracked. on a 
somewhat happier note, an 
Australian publication lists the 
numbers of sea turtles rescued 
from recovered ghost nets. 
 over the last few years, 
our dedicated volunteers in 

southern california have been 
responsible for cleaning up 
thousands of pounds of ghost 
nets, and saving innumerable 
lives. While this may seem 
impressive, it would actually 
be far more impressive if we 
did not have to conduct such 
activities in the first place.

The solution
the origin of abandoned 
or lost commercial fishing 
gear stems from the inces-
sant demand for seafood. It 
is highly unrealistic to believe 

feature Ghost Fishing
that the world will ever cease to 
consume seafood; therefore it is 
reasonable to assume that there 
will always be some degree of 
ghost gear. 
 Ghost Fishing, the organization, 

was founded in the Netherlands 
by pascal van erp and cas 
Renooij, two Global Underwater 
explorers (GUe) technical divers.  
they dive mostly in the North sea, 
spending a lot of time cleaning up 

shINGo IshIDA

Newly lost nets on the African 
Queen wreck near Long beach, 
california (left); Rescuing a 
trapped crab (below)
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Karim hamza and Nir Maimon on Infidel wreck—an ongoing project off catalina Island, california
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ghost nets. Ghost Fishing now 
has projects in 14 countries, 
all using GUe trained divers.   
 there are many groups that 
interact to make the work 
possible. For starters, we have 
star sock and Aquafil; togeth-
er they founded healthy 
seas (www.healthyseas.org).  
healthy seas’ main objective 
is to turn ocean waste, name-
ly ghost nets, into sustainable 
products such as socks, bath-
ing suits, carpets. partners of 
healthy seas include Ghost 
Fishing and Los Angeles 
Underwater explorers (LAUe).  
 Ghost Fishing gets world-
wide support from GUe divers 
working in their respective 
areas. In southern california, 
that includes LAUe and san 
Diego Underwater explorers 
(sDUe). We are fortunate 
to have such an impressive 
pool of volunteers. each and 
every one has played an inte-
gral role in the work that we 
do, whether it is their diving 
qualifications, seamanship, 
journalism, or photography 
and videography skills. It is 
critical to mention that ghost 

net removal is incred-
ibly hazardous work, and 
we do not endorse such 
projects without having 
had proper training.   
 Unfortunately there 
is no shortage of work 
for us to do. We have 
several dive sites (usu-
ally shipwrecks or other 
sunken structures) in rec-
reational and technical 
depths that have ghost 
nets. since we are a very 
active group of divers, 
we are intimately familiar 
with numerous sites and 
are privy to updates on 
a regular basis (such as, 
a newly discarded net) 
through word of mouth in 

the diving community.   
 A ghost net removal project 
begins with a reconnaissance dive.  
We must ascertain depth, type 
of net, condition of the net, and 
draw a basic sketch of the structure 
along with video and/or photos.  
All of this information will be used 
in the dive briefing for the actual 
cleanup. 
 In southern california, we usu-
ally organize a cleanup dive once 
a month. We are now recycling 
our recovered ghost nets through 
Aquafil/healthy seas.

Can we prevent this?
since it is highly unlikely that the 
world will stop consuming seafood, 
we must work harm reduction into 
the equation. this would require 
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Karim hamza working on Radio tower, san pedro, california
Decomposing sea lion who died in this net. based on 
the shape of the skull, it can be identified as a female

a collaborative relationship 
with commercial fishermen 
so that we can understand 
where the nets are coming 
from and why they are being 
lost. Furthermore, initiating a 
connection with policy makers 
is critical so that the manda-
tory early reporting of lost gear 

can be established, which has 
already been implemented 
in Washington state and has 
been largely successful. 
 our own personal experi-
ence has shown us that the 
sooner we can get to these 
ghost nets, the easier they are 
to clean up. Additionally, the 

Karim hamza working on the 
Infidel (far left) off catalina Island, 
california; Author heather hamza 
working on African Queen near 
Long beach, california (left)
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topside volunteers working hard to pull the nets on board 
(above); followed by a thorough search for trapped sea 
creatures (right) 

sooner we can get to these nets, 
the less time they have to keep 
trapping and killing marine life. 
 While “top down” tactics are 
more likely to be effective at 
generating change, a “bottom 
up” approach should not be 
overlooked. this includes educa-
tion and promoting awareness 
in school-age children. We have 
already had children come on the 
boat with us, and they love the 
work that we are doing. they gen-
uinely enjoy participating, such as 
helping to manage the nets and 
rescuing trapped creatures. our 
presentations at schools and boy 
scout meetings have also been 
well received. the children are 
enamored with our scuba gear 
and the other “show and tell” 
items that we provide (lift bags, 
scraps of nets, etc).  

 At the time 
of this writing, 
there has been 
a government 
grant submitted 
in order to obtain 
desperately 
needed fund-
ing for the work 
we are doing. In 
california there are currently no 
laws to protect the ocean from 
ghost fishing, nor do we have 
mandatory reporting of lost fishing 
gear.   
 As mentioned earlier, the prob-
lem of ghost fishing stems from the 
demand for seafood. one way 
to counter this is to eat a plant-
based diet. there are actually 
no nutrients in seafood that one 
cannot obtain from plant-based 
foods. As a vegan for over five 

years, I practice what I preach!  
 For more information, please 
visit: www.ghostfishing.org or www.
facebook.com/ghostfishing. ■ 
 
heather hamza is a technical 
wreck and cave diver based in 
Los Angeles, california, UsA. she 
began cleaning up ghost nets 
in 2010 and soon after started 
recruiting teams and organizing 
cleanup trips. 
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Gary Gentile
— Deep Wreck Diver

text by Michael Mendunno 
photos courtesy of Michael 
Menduno and Gary Gentile

Gary Gentile not only helped 
pioneer deep wreck diving, but 
also documented its art and 
craft, in addition to his finds so 
that others may follow in his 
footsteps. They are big shoes, 
err, fins to follow. The 66-year 
explorer and author has made 
over 2,000 decompression dives 
including more than 200 dives 
on the Andrea Doria, and has 
published 58 books—38 on div-
ing including his best sellers, 
The Technical Diving Handbook, 
Shadow Divers Exposed, and 
shipwreck Dive Guide series, 
along with 17 science fiction 
novels. He has also published 
more than 3,000 photographs. 
The man is truly prolific!
his latest book, NoAA’s Ark: the Rise of 
the Fourth Reich, which was released in 
May 2013, details the National oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administrations efforts 
to expand and restrict access to divers 
and sportsman to the U.s. National 
Marine sanctuaries. It’s a battle that 
Gentile’s been fighting for nearly three 
decades since his successful six-year bat-
tle with the federal Government to dive 
the Uss Monitor back in the early 90’s. 
here is this 1991 interview reprinted in its 
original form from aquacoRps N3 Deep, 
Gentile who now resides in Jim thorpe, 

pennsylvania, explains 
the early development 
of deep wreck diving 
and the impact that 
the advent of mixed 
gas technology was 
having on the com-
munity. You can find 
his writings and photo-
graphs at www.ggen-
tile.com. (—ed.)

“Deep diving is a mat-
ter of mind, not phy-
sique.” Gary Gentile 
should know. As one of 
the pioneers of deep 
wreck diving, Gentile, 
a 20-year veteran, 
has logged over 1,000 
decompression dives—
70 on the Andrea Doria 
alone—and spends six 
months out of every 
year diving wrecks from 
the eastern seaboard 
to the Great Lakes in 
the United states.
 When he’s not div-
ing, Gentile, 44, father of one, is busy at 
the library researching lost ships, giving 
lectures, or writing. With 16 titles under 
his belt, including seven science-fiction 
novels and two new shipwreck guides on 
the way, Gentile’s writing is as prolific as 
his 200-feet plus working dives. one of his 
books, Advanced Wreck Diving Guide, 
which covers everything from decom-
pression techniques to artifact recovery, 
has become almost a bible in serious 

wreck diving circles.
 Long regarded as one of the crazies, 
Gentile began his deep diving career 
back in the early 70’s, and was regu-
larly making hour hangs before recrea-
tional divers could even pronounce the 
“D-word.” since helping put together his 
first charter to the Doria in 1974, he’s had 
a lonely sojourn waiting for the rest of the 
industry to catch up. perhaps it finally 
has.
 Like the old adage, “You can always 

tell a pioneer from the arrows in his 
back,” Gentile’s depth is easily recogniz-
able. With a well-worn pair of beuchat 
pros strapped to his console, double 
over-pumped Gen 100s, a Luxfer slim 30 
pony, a 300-foot decompression reel, 
and a rust-covered bc that’s seen its 
share of flooded corridors, Gentile is as 
comfortable shooting turrets alone at 250 
feet as he is explaining, in methodical 
detail, the history and stature of a ship 
he’s planning to dive.

 Quiet and self-directed, with a ten-
dency to keep to himself, Gentile gained 
notoriety through his protracted six-year 
battle with the federal government to 
dive the Uss Monitor, a civil war ironclad, 
16 miles off the coast of cape hatteras, 
North carolina, which was declared 
a National Marine sanctuary in 1975. 
Recounts Gentile, “It’s what I call bureau-
cratic territoriality. the people at NoAA 
who are working in the Marine sanctuary 
program feel they own the wreck. they 

“Deep diving 
is a matter 

of mind, not 
physique.”
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don’t want private sector encroach-
ment. they look upon it as their wreck, 
and they view me—the public—as a tres-
passer.”
 but the Monitor battle was more than 
a struggle for the diving public’s right 
of access; it became a struggle for the 
recognition of technical diving as well. 
NoAA refused the 11 permit applica-
tions filed by Gentile and others on the 
grounds that diving the wreck, which lies 
in 220 feet of water, was too dangerous 
using ordinary scuba, placing it beyond 
the limits of sport diving.
 Gentile’s court victory earlier this year 
and long-awaited permit to dive the 
Monitor was a professional and personal 
vindication. the verdict? NoAA’s stand-
ards were deemed antiquated and 
failed to account for advances in diving 
technology and techniques. Furthermore, 
the court found that Gentile and his col-
leagues were wrongly and improperly 
classified as recreational divers.

 Interestingly enough, Gentile’s July 
victory dives on the Monitor were con-
ducted as practice runs for a deep dive 
on the ostfriesland, a German battleship 
lying in 380 feet of water, which he and 
his diving partner, Ken clayton, success-
fully conducted on mix a month later.
 his motivation? “It’s about freedom,” 
explains Gentile, “a battle I’ve been 
fighting all my life. there will always be 
people who’ll tell you, ‘You shouldn’t 
be doing this. It’s dangerous. It can’t be 
done.’ that’s their problem. I just want to 
live my life the way I want to and for me, 
that’s what these dives are all about.”

aquacoRps: Gary, you’ve been on the 
cutting edge of wreck diving for 20 years 
and you were one of the first people to 
dive the Andrea Doria back in 1974. Did 
you take a lot of heat for your diving 
back then?

Gary Gentile: My entire diving career, the 

local people—the people in dive clubs—
looked at me as a madman. I’ve gotten 
back on the boat many times only to 
have people say to me, “What were you 
doing down there? Why were you just 
hanging on the anchor line?”
 people didn’t know anything about 
decompression dives. And those who 
did didn’t approve because I was doing 
long decompressions. It wasn’t that I 
liked decompression diving; it was that I 
wanted more bottom time. I was willing 
to sacrifice for it.

how did you get trained in decompres-
sion?

I had the good fortune of falling in with 
a small group of divers who were doing 
deep decompression dives. At the time, 
deep was considered 160, 170 feet.  
that was the group I first dove the Doria 
with back in ‘74, and we took a lot of 
flak for it. people looked at us as crazies 
because we were doing dives no one 
else would do.
 that’s how I picked up most of my 
early experience in the water—the things 
I wasn’t taught in courses. I studied their 

techniques and 
developed my 
own, just like eve-
rybody else does. 
Wreck diving tends 
to be an evolving 
sport; everybody 
who gets into it 
looks at what other 
people are doing 
and adds his own 
little improvements. 
I got into that as 
well. I was really 
fortunate to get 
in with a group of 
expert divers.

Would you say that 
deep wreck diving 
as practiced today 
is fairly safe?

Absolutely. It’s much safer than it was. 
of course, it all depends on your level 
of expertise. the people that are serious 
about diving deep wrecks and doing 
decompression are as comfortable with 
what they’re doing—probably more 

comfortable—than the 
common tourist reef diver 
who dives to 25 feet, but 
only goes to Florida or the 
caribbean once a year, 
and is out of shape.

how many serious wreck 
divers are there?

I’m finding, as I travel 
more, that there are 
many thousands. For 
example, when I first 
traveled to the Great 
Lakes a couple of years 
ago, I discovered a 
whole new group of 
wreck divers I had never 
known existed. I was 
astonished at how many 
good deep wreck divers 

were there. And that’s just one area. the 
same is true all around the country.

communication has been a problem, 
then?

A real problem. Most wreck divers are 
just doing their own thing. they’re not 
seeking publicity; they’re not in it for an 
ego trip (some are, of course, but most 
aren’t). so, there’s not a lot of publicity 
about it.

Would you say it’s a competitive field, 
people looking at what others are doing 
and wanting to be the “first” or wanting 
to be acknowledged? that’s certainly 
the case in the cave diving community.
 
It’s funny, when I first got into diving, I 
thought it was the greatest sport in the 
world because everyone was working 
with everyone else, and everyone was 
trying to see that everybody had a good 
safe dive—no competition. I very quickly 
found out that wasn’t true.
 there were people who wanted to be 
the first to discover a wreck, or the first to 
collect an artifact. Artifacts have ruined 
more friendships than anything I know.

profile Gentile
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 on the other hand, a certain 
amount of competition is prob-
ably good. It means people are 
interested in exploration and are 
willing to go out and do some-
thing—take action. that helps 
advance the sport.

It’s my impression that the cave 
diving community is generally 
better organized than the wreck 
diving community, and, I would 
guess, has a much better safety 
record. Is this true?

If that’s true, I think it’s mostly 
because of better communica-
tion among cave divers than 
among wreck divers—commu-
nication of techniques. And that 
means safety efforts would natu-
rally evolve faster.  
 but there may be another fac-
tor involved in the safety 
issue. by and 
large, wreck 

diving tends to be done in an 
uncontrolled environment. there 
are a lot of factors that can com-
promise safety. storms can kick up 
very quickly at sea when divers 
are in the water; currents can 
come in when divers are decom-
pressing. A lot of things can go 
wrong. It’s the changeable condi-
tions that wreck diving necessar-
ily encounters—being out there 
in the ocean or on a boat—that 
compromises safety. there are a 
lot of injuries just on the boat—
getting on, getting off—that kind 
of stuff. All in all, I think it’s prob-
ably true that the safety record 
among cave divers is better. but it 
doesn’t have so much to do with 
the diving as it does with the 
condi- tions under 

which the diving is conducted.

What are the skills and expertise 
required to be a serious wreck 
diver?

Number one is awareness. there 
are a lot of potential hazards in 
wreck diving that can be cre-
ated simply by being unaware of 
them. For example, entanglement 
in monofilament—fishing nets—is 
a very serious problem for wreck 
divers.
 After awareness, I would say 
it comes down to experience. 
When you talk real wreck diving, 
you’re talking about a combina-
tion of penetration, deep diving, 
and decompression diving. put 
all three together and you’ve got 
quite a package.
 You have to be an expert 
at decompression diving. And 
you’ve got to have the proper 
equipment for each one of those 
disciplines, including emergency 
back-ups, like decompression 
reels and ponies.
 equipment is important. that’s 
something you learn only through 
experience. Get out there and do 
it; find out what equipment is nec-
essary for decompression when 
an anchor line breaks loose, for 
example. You can’t stage bottles 
like you can in a cave, so you’ve 
got a problem there if you want 
to set up a deep dive. And, like 
the caves, you can’t come right 
to the surface. so, once you gain 
awareness and then gather expe-
rience, you also need to be prop-

erly equipped.

Would 

you say most wreck divers 
are well equipped?

the average wreck diver 
isn’t equipped—not for tech-
nical diving. but you have 
to understand that the aver-
age wreck diver is still the 
kind of person who dives on 
a weekend once or twice a 
month. he doesn’t get that 
many dives under his belt. 
he’s under economic con-
straints and probably won’t 
be buying the top-of-the-
line regulator or bc. he buys 
equipment he can afford.
 Most of these divers are 
diving wrecks in the 80 
to100-foot range, and a few 
in the 100 to130-foot range. 
then there are the people 
who are diving 130 feet and 
beyond. You’ll find that their 
equipment, generally speak-
ing, is far superior to the 
so-called “tourist divers” run-
ning the shallow wrecks.
 shallow wreck diving is 
essentially the same as reef 
diving in terms of the kind 
of expertise that’s required. 
It’s when you start doing 
things—recovering artifacts, 
inflating lift bags, penetrat-
ing wrecks, getting into 
decompression—then you’re 
talking about a different 
area. then you really need 
the proper equipment.

In your book Advanced 
Wreck Diving Guide you talk 
a lot about equipment tech-
niques and methods. how 
did you develop those?

I can’t claim to have 
developed all 
those tech-
niques. I was 
part of the 

wreck diving community when 
those techniques were being 
developed. What I can claim 
credit for is setting them down in 

writing. 
 some of the things I worked on 
myself, but it was an evolutionary 
process. to make a decompres-

Model of the  
Uss Monitor

WIKIpeDIA coMMoNs
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sion reel, you’d look at what someone 
had said and say, “that’s good, but I can 
add this and make it better.” then some-
one else would look at it and say, “Yes, 
but let’s do it this way.” 
 I saw the development occurring; I was 
in the middle of it. I remember one time 
trying to retrace who actually developed 
the idea of making a decompression reel 
with the disks on the end to prevent the 
rope from coming out around the pins. 
No one knew. It had evolved; no one 
had any awareness of who had done 
it. It was a group effort that was done 
incrementally.

Do you think recommended procedures 
and techniques will eventually evolve?

Yes I do. Most of the procedures in 
Advanced Wreck Diving Guide are now 
the lowest common denominator. that 
book is not the end result. It’s a take-
off point for the next generation, and 
I expect to see evolution coming from 
that. In fact, the sport is evolving already. 
some of the things we’re doing now, like 
using oxygen to add a safety margin in 
decompression—mostly for deep diving—
or using nitrox decompression and cus-

tom tables for accelerated decompres-
sion times, are still being worked out.

how about mixed gas?

I think mixed gas diving is going to be 
the wave of the future in wreck diving 
because people are already reaching 
or exceeding the limits of air diving, and 
yet, they still want to venture further to 
the deeper wrecks. the only way to do 
it is with mixed gas; at least, it’s the only 
way to do it and remember it!

What do you see as some of the advan-
tages of mixed gas besides “remember-
ing what you saw”?

I’ve had a very curious thought about 
mixed gas. It’s clearly the wave of the 
future, but for some people, I think it may 
also become an end in itself; becoming 
proficient in managing the technology. I 
see people wanting to do mixed gas div-
ing as much to do the dive as to see the 
wreck. they want to do something that 
other people haven’t done. that’s what 
the new frontier is all about; to do some-
thing that other people haven’t done. 
that’s exciting; a real challenge.

how about you?

personally, I’m a wreck 
diver. My goals are to be 
able to use mixed gas 
to get to a wreck, not 
to gain the expertise in 
mixed gas diving itself.

You mentioned that 
“deep” used to be con-
sidered 160 or 170 feet. 
What’s considered deep today in the 
serious wreck community?

these days 200 is not considered deep 
in the crowd that I dive with. A 200-
foot dive…is something you talk about 
between bites of a sandwich. “oh, 200? 
okay.” If one of them jumped in the 
water, and you told him he would be div-
ing 200 feet, he’d say, “okay,” glance 
at his tables to refresh his mind on what 
decompression schedules he’d be using, 
and then go do it. What I’m seeing as 
deep these days is 250-foot plus. Now 
we’re talking deep.

You’re planning to dive the ostfriesland. 
Would you talk about the project?

the ostfriesland is a German battleship 
that was brought to this country as part 
of reparations after World War I. the 
United states Navy did some tests on it 
and had it sitting in dry dock until billy 
Mitchell decided to use it to prove to the 
Navy that Army bombers could sink Navy 
capitol ships. so, in 1921, the ostfriesland 
was towed some 70 miles off the virginia 
coast and billy Mitchell successfully sank 
it with an aerial bombardment. 
 Its position had been lost since that 
time; nobody cared about it. but it’s 
been relocated, first through historical 
records, and then by taking the boat out 
there and checking the various fisher-
men’s LoRAN coordinates that coincid-
ed with the records. It appears to be in 
some 380 feet of water, so it’s definitely a 
mixed gas dive. 

 We dove another battle-
ship last year in Washington. 
that was 290 feet. It was 
sunk in 1924 as a naval tar-
get.

You did it on air?

Yep. We did it on air, down 
to 290 feet.  I personally 
felt that it was pretty close 
to stretching the enve-

lope. beyond that, if you really want to 
accomplish something, you need to 
switch to mix. And that’s my concern: 
accomplishing something. Not just get-
ting there and saying you did it; but 
doing something when you get there. 
that’s what we’re planning for the 
ostfriesland.

What do you hope to accomplish?

For me, it’s an historical event. I’m a 
researcher and I’ve written about the 
ostfriesland in my upcoming book, 
shipwrecks of virginia. I get a great deal 
of satisfaction out of doing research; 
concluding that, yes, a wreck is sup-
posed to be in such-and-such a location, 
then going out there and verifying and 
identifying the wreck to prove that my 
research was valid. that’s what’ll give me 
the most satisfaction on the ostfriesland; 
to actually locate it from when it was lost 
in 1921.
 there’s also the minor satisfaction of 
conducting a deep dive like I’ve never 
done before. but if you were to ask Ken 
clayton, who I’ll be diving with, the same 
question, he would give you a different 
answer. I think Ken’s answer would be 
that his satisfaction will be to dive deep-
er. Mine is not; I’m coming from the his-
torical perspective of actually being on 
that wreck. And I don’t mean driving an 

historical image of the sMs ostfriesland
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...if you really want to 
accomplish something, 
you need to switch to 
mix. And that’s my 

concern: accomplish-
ing something. Not 

just getting there and 
saying you did it; but 
doing something when 

you get there.
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profile Gentile

Rov on it. I’m a person who enjoys the 
experience of being there myself. I want 
to be on the ostfriesland myself.

What are some of the planning issues 
you’ve had to confront in putting togeth-
er the dive?

the most difficult part was planning the 
mix, staging, and decompression. the 
initial step was arranging for the gas mix; 
Dr bill hamilton worked with us on that. I 
see bill and others like him as being the 
guiding lights on the evolution of mixed 
gas diving in the future because they’re 
the ones that are providing us with the 
wherewithal to do it. I’m not the expert 
on it. I rely on his expertise, just as I rely on 
the captain’s expertise to run the boat 
out there and locate the wreck.
 It all has to be put together. but once 
you do, the dive itself becomes relatively 
simple because there are no narcotic 
effects. It’s just like making any other 
dive, except it’ll take you longer to get 
to the bottom. once you get there, you’ll 
feel just as comfortable as you do on a 
100-foot dive.

As I understand it, you’ll be making a 
fairly short dive to that depth.

eleven minutes. but the complication 
comes in that you’re no longer self-

contained. on air, you go down, come 
up, and decompress on your own air. 
but once you get into mixed gas div-
ing, in order to not have to decompress 
for something like four hours or more, 
you’ve got to go 
into an acceler-
ated decompres-
sion schedule that 
requires multiple gas 
switches during the 
ascent to several 
nitrox mixes, and 
finally o2, based on 
custom tables.
 It means you 
need surface sup-
port personnel: sup-
port divers who are 
going to go down 
to 100 feet to clip 
off the nitrox bot-
tles and have the 
oxygen hoses ready 
for our 20-foot stop. 
It means you’re no 
longer just jumping 
off the side of the boat, going off on your 
own, and coming back with your dive 
done. there’s a lot of set-up when you 
get there and you can’t do the set-up 
yourself.
 We’re taking clip-on stage bottles, of 
course, as a back-up.  but the biggest 

thing this means to us is that we have to 
come back to the anchor line.

What will your total decompression time 
be?

two hours and 15 minutes.

that sounds pretty reasonable.  It’s prob-
ably not any longer than a lot of your 
deep air dives.

We did a two hour and 45-minute 
decompression on the Monitor. After a 
25-minute bottom-time on air, we used 
computers and o2 as a safety factor.
 
there’s some complicated logistics.

Mixed gas diving is complicated, and 
complicated means expensive—much 
more expensive. but remember, what 

we’re talking about is 
not just your everyday 
adventure. It’s not for 
people who just sit at 
home and watch the 
boob tube. It’s for the 
kind of people who 
want to go out and 
experience something 
that not everyone can 
have. We’re willing to 
do what is necessary 
to have that experi-
ence!

Are you going to 
take pictures on the 
ostfriesland?

Unfortunately, we 
don’t have a camera 
that’ll go that deep.

What are your personal diving goals over 
the next 12 months?

Aside from the ostfriesland trip, I’m in 
the middle of writing two books: one is 
a science fiction novel and the other 

is shipwrecks of North 
carolina. that keeps 
me busy when I’m not 
diving. As for diving, 
I’m still adventuring 
looking for dives that I 
haven’t done before. 
Not necessarily wrecks 
that no one has seen, 
but photogenic wrecks 
that I haven’t seen. My emphasis is pho-
tography. It’s hard sometimes for me to 
say that. My interests are split between 
adventure and photography; I blend the 
two together. sometimes I feel guilty hav-
ing an adventure without taking pictures. 
It’s like having a good time without any-
thing to show for it, so I always temper 
myself. I want to share those adventures 
with other people.

What’s your advice for the people who 
are interested in expanding their wreck 
diving skills?

Work hard. Work hard to gain the experi-
ence necessary to do what you want to 
do. everyone can enjoy these experienc-
es if they’re willing to put in the time. Just 
gain the expertise to do them safely.

From a practical point of 
view, how should people 
go about doing that?

there are not a lot of 
courses, but there are 
some. I know several dive 
shops teaching wreck div-
ing courses and actually 
showing people how to 
make a decompression 
dive. so, you don’t have 
to do it the way I did it the 
first time; suddenly finding 
myself in decompression, 
scared to death because 
I’d never done it before.
 If I’d done it a half 
dozen times when it didn’t 
count, when the real time 

came, it wouldn’t have 
been so emotionally diffi-
cult to handle. that’s why 
I think the first thing peo-
ple can do is to take a 
course or read up on the 
literature that’s available 
so they can practice on 
their own.
 of course, there’s only a 

certain amount you can do in a course; 
most of what you learn has to be gained 
in the field. You’ve got to get out there 
and do it. that means getting in the 
water a lot, practicing techniques, doing 
the diving, gaining the experience—you 
can’t get that from a book. You just have 
to go out there and do it. ■

Writer and technologist Michael 
Menduno published and edited aqua-
corps: the Journal for technical Diving 
(1990-1996), which helped usher tech 
diving into the mainstream of sports 
diving, and coined the term “techni-
cal diving.” he also organized the first 
tek, eurotek and Asiatek conferences, 
and Rebreather Forums 1.0 and 2.0. 
Menduno, who is based in palm springs, 
california, UsA, remains an avid diver.

the ss Andrea Doria sinking after collision in the Atlantic, 1956
UscG / WIKIpeDIA coMMoNs

Mixed gas diving is compli-
cated, and complicated means 
expensive—much more expen-
sive. But remember, what we’re 
talking about is not just your 

everyday adventure. It’s not for 
people who just sit at home and 
watch the boob tube. It’s for the 
kind of people who want to go 
out and experience something 
that not everyone can have. 

We’re willing to do what is nec-
essary to have that experience!

Work hard.  
Work hard to gain the 
experience necessary to 

do what you want to do. 
Everyone can enjoy these 
experiences if they’re will-

ing to put in the time. 
Just gain the expertise to 

do them safely.
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iDive analysor
It seems that iDive has delivered the first dive 
computer watch that you can use for analysing 

your gas. simply plug the gas analysing stick 
into your iDive via a Usb connector, and 
the mix is shown on the watch face. 

this Italian made computer is also 
rechargeable. the Li-ion battery 

provides 25 days of power in 
watch mode, or 30 hours in 
dive mode. then you simply 

use a Usb connector to 
charge it at home or in 
your car. the user has 

the option of diving 
air, nitrox and trimix 
modes, with eight dif-

ferent gas mixtures 
and it runs on the 
Bühlmann ZhL-16B 

algorithm. Finally the 
data appears to be 
fairly easy to read 

courtesy of the large 
figures and LcD 100% 
matrix display.

divesystem.com

Ladies first
the most radical thing 
that santi has done with this ‘Ladies First’ suit is 
to re-route the front plastic t zip. It runs from the 
top right shoulder down to the left hip instead 
of the usual route of top left shoulder to bottom 

right hip. Why is this so special? If the front zip 
is routed in the traditional way on a petite female, 
the manufacturer can struggle to get the shoulder 

dump in the right location because the zip can be in 
the way. by simply switching sides, santi can ensure 

the shoulder dump is located in the best place, 
whatever size of female. this membrane suit is based 

on the current santi e.Motion drysuit. It is constructed 
from an ultra flexible material and is ultra lightweight. A 
number of nice features come standard: a warm neck 
collar, bib and braces or suspenders, a choice of seals 
(latex, neoprene and silicone) and two cargo pockets 
on the thighs. the pockets are slightly narrower cut 

to ensure a more optimal fit on a petite leg. both 
pockets benefit from a metal D-ring and a couple 
of bungee loops. the complete package comes in 
a practical bag, and you also get a limited edition 

woolly hat.  www.santidiving.com

Victory
At 12.4 cm / 4.9 inches long, the cressi victory is 
a medium-sized dive knife. When it comes 
to steel and salt water, it is a balanc-
ing game. You need a sharp blade, 
and you don’t want it to rust. You 
can’t have both. the blade is made 
from Japanese 420 stainless steel. this 
is a popular steel with knife makers because it 
is easy to sharpen and it has good corrosion 
resistance properties. the knife is encased 
in a sheath that has a push-button 
‘secure lock’ release system that 
keeps the knife secure, whist allowing 
easy removal when required. cressi states 
that the plastic sheath can be attached to 

a diver’s leg, tank or bcD. cressi.com

MK21 / S560
As with all scubapro balanced first stages, the 
MK21 standard configuration is two high pres-
sure ports and four low pressure ports. For those 
divers wanting a fifth Lp port, the static end cap can be 

replaced with one having five Lp ports. this five-port cap 
also has a slightly different angle on each of the Lp ports 

to enable a more optimal hose routing when diving a twinset or 
doubles. this first stage is available in both 300 bar DIN and 

A clamp/International. the MK 21 first stage has excel-
lent resistance to freezing due to the external fins that 
work as an efficient heat sink. Apparently the s560 
follows the ‘s’ range performance characteristics in 
that it has a very low inhalation effort, and high flow 

exhaust that cuts down the work of breathing. Divers 
can also ‘personalize’ their airflow with external diver controls 

and the vIvA that is present in all current scubapro second stages. 
this lightweight techno-polymer-constructed second stage weight in 

at 182 grams. As a result you benefit from less weight in your mouth and your 
luggage. scubapro’s attention to detail extends to the new ‘comfort mouthpiece’ 
and this comes as standard on the s560. the mouthpiece is specifically designed to 
allow high airflow. It should also reduce jaw fatigue. Scubapro.com

http://www.xray-mag.com/content/idive-tech-computer
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/santi-ladies-first-drysuit
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/cressi-victory-dive-knife
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/scubapro-mk21-s560-regulator
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No it’s 
not a flag!  
the oWUss european scholar, chloé 
Maréchal, and Jim standing of fourth ele-
ment unveiled this new changing mat at the 
2013 DeMA show. the community is 
divided. some divers like to make 
their own. some divers like to buy 
their own. When it comes to buy-
ing, there is quite a choice of 
manufactured mats avail-
able. this fourth element 
mat is constructed from 
a hard wearing fabric. 
It is soft and safe to 
walk on, and looks to 
be comfortable to get 
changed on. the mat 
doesn’t absorb water, and 
is simple to clean. Just wipe 
it or give it a quick rinse 
and after a few minutes in 
the sun and wind, it will be 
dry. Finally this mat can be 
rolled up and secured using 
elasticated loops, making 
it extremely packable. 
Fourthelement.com

26W LED
Light Monkey’s 26W LeD primary Lighting system 
took three years of research and development. 
the boys from Lake city in Florida were looking 
to create the right reflector/emitter combina-
tion. Apparently the Luminus sst-90 emitter has 
a bespoke custom reflector. this produces two 
effects. A tight 6° center hot spot that penetrates 

low-visibility or gin clear water, providing the 
diver with optimal signalling capabilities. plus 

there is a bit of spill around the edges giving 
more peripheral light. there is a choice of 
three batteries with this tsA air travel compli-

ant model: 10 Amp, 15 Amp and 20 Amp. We 
have heard the most popular model seems 
to be the 15 Amp, which provides 1,700 
Lumens with a 345-minute burn time. 

Lightmonkey.us

DIve Rite
the Nomad Lt 
extreme is a low 
profile sidemount bcD 
with 35lbs of lift. Dive 
Rite states that the 

shape and 
contour 
of the bladder helps the diver 
achieve decent trim, because the 
lift is in the lower back. should a 

diver want a redundant source 
of buoyancy, an optional 22lb 

lift backup bladder is 
available. the integrat-
ed deluxe-style web-
bing harness can be 
customised to fit nearly 
any size diver, whilst the 
padded shoulder straps 
and crotch strap pro-
vide comfort when div-
ing in minimal exposure 
protection. Divers have 
the option of dumping 
gas from the wing with 
either hand via two 
dump valves located 
on the lower outer 
corners of bcD.    
diverite.com

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Tekcamp
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_TekDiveUSA
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/fourth-element-changing-mat
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/light-monkeys-26w-led
http://www.xray-mag.com/content/nomad-lt-extreme
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Miskito Cays
Honduras’

text and photos by George stoyle
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travel Miskito Cays

Following six flights, two 
nights and a 30-hour 
boat trip, I found myself 
approaching a relatively 
uncharted group of small 
coral cays about 60km 
off the northeast coast 
of Honduras, not far from 
the Nicaraguan border. I 
joined a group of scien-
tists from various institutions 
around the world, assigned 
to document their activities 
and photograph the habi-
tats and associated wildlife 
both above and below the 
water. 
embarking on the caribbean 
pearl II from Utila, one of the bay 
Islands a few miles off the north 
coast of honduras, we made our 
way along the coast to an area 
unknown to the region’s tour-
ist diving operations. As we got 
close to the cays, our crew grew 
increasingly nervous, perhaps jus-
tifiably so. 
 this part of honduras has long 
been a major route for cocaine 
trafficking into the United states 
from south America, and the 
region through which we were 
sailing was well-known for its use 
by certain cartels who preferred 
moving their cargo by sea. 
however, the apparently efficient 
military presence in the area (we 

were boarded ourselves by five 
soldiers armed to the teeth, car-
rying out a pre-arranged search) 
provided a vague form of com-
fort, and so we continued.

The archipelago
the Miskito cays form an archi-
pelago spanning both honduran 
and Nicaraguan waters. on 
the honduran side, 49 tiny coral 

islands and sand bars are dis-
persed across 750 squ km of shal-
low seabed. the area is named 
after the indigenous people of 
the region, the Miskitos, who 

inhabit communities along the 
coast of both countries. the 
region is known as the Miskito 
coast, or more accurately (the 
name has nothing to do with 

the blood-sucking insects) La 
Mosquitia. 
 La Mosquitia is in some ways 
the wild west of central America. 
the region is tropical rainforest 

Diver swims 
along the 
edge of a  

reef covered 
in marine life, 
Miskito cays, 

honduras

pRevIoUs 
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sponges cling 
to a boulder
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travel Miskito Cays

wilderness forming the greatest 
continuous expanse of tropi-
cal forest north of the Amazon. 
sparsely populated the area has 
an exceptionally high diversity of 
flora and fauna. It is only accessi-
ble by water or air and much of it 
remains unexplored. 
 Although tourism exists, the 
region only attracts a few hardy 
explorers each year, so there is 
no actual tourist infrastructure to 
speak of. the area’s inhabitants 
include four indigenous groups 
(the pech, tawaka, Garifuna and 
Miskito) with the majority com-
posed of Miskito people who live 
on the coast. With few available 
livelihoods, many of the men from 
these remote villages work in the 
industrial fisheries for lobster and 
conch, and more recently, sea 
cucumbers.

Risky fisheries
For over 40 years these fisheries 
have continued with exception-
ally poor management resulting in 
unsustainable exploitation not only 
of the marine resources, but also 
of the fishermen themselves. 
 the primary method of fishing 

is scuba diving, 
but this remains 
relatively primi-
tive and danger-
ous, relying for 
the most part 
on basic, poorly 
maintained 
equipment with 
little regard for 
the safety of 
the diver. As 
the popula-
tions have been 
overfished, the 
remaining lobster 

and conch have been driven into 
deeper waters. human casualties 
from diving associated incidents 
have risen as a consequence, 
and now there are around 120 
diving accidents per fishing sea-
son with around 20 being fatal.
 Industrial fishing vessels around 

80ft in length are packed with 100 
men. Divers, assisted by canoeists, 
who follow them from the surface, 
make multiple dives to depths of 
120 feet or more. Incidents result-
ing from incorrect procedures or 
malfunctioning equipment have 
become common-place. 
 Many divers have lost their lives, 
and many more have permanent, 
debilitating injuries resulting from 
decompression related illness. 
More than 1,000 permanently 
disabled men are left scattered in 
remote communities of La Moskitia 
as a result of diving for these fish-
eries. 
 
Proposed protected area
the effect this is having on many 
communities is now becoming 
apparent, and now many of the 
indigenous groups are calling 
on the honduran government 

to close the waters surrounding 
the Miskito cays to industrial fish-
ing. they are proposing an area 
of 1.45 million hectares to be the 
exclusive use of a locally man-
aged, small-scale artisanal fishing 
fleet using improved fishing meth-
ods, that don’t include scuba. 
 In order to realise this ambitious 
proposal, the relevant Miskito 
communities will not only require 
retraining in new fishing methods 
but also a solid management 
strategy that combines fishing reg-
ulations with marine spatial plans. 
community leaders have speci-
fied these plans must identify and 
protect critical habitats, nursery 
grounds and other ecologically 
important areas. 
 As with many remote locations, 
the environmental impact of sus-
tained exploitation of industrial fish-
eries around the Miskito cays have, 

LeFt to RIGht: christmas tree worms; social feather-duster worms; Midnight and rainbow parrotfish
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to date, largely been ignored. Due 
to the relative isolation of the area, 
the past and current condition 
of the ecosystem and its regional 
significance is essentially unknown. 
this lack of information is one of 
the largest hurdles preventing 
these communities from develop-
ing their plans further.

Research program
In collaboration with a team 
of international research-
ers from the smithsonian 
Institution, harbor branch 
oceanographic Institute, 
University of Queensland 
in Australia, University of 
Manchester in the United 

Kingdom, and a honduran non-
governmental organisation—the 
centre for Marine studies—Dr 
steve box, a marine biologist 
from the smithsonian Institution 
has developed a multi-discipli-
nary research program in order 
to provide the missing informa-

tion to enable the Miskito commu-
nities to move forward with their 
sustainable fisheries and marine 
management proposal. 
 A central part of this program 
is to gather essential ecological 
data of the Miskito cays region 
in order to establish a baseline 

for the condition of the coral 
reefs and associated biodiver-
sity. Ultimately, the objectives are 
to assist both local groups and 
the government of honduras 
move towards the sustainable 
use of their marine resources 
and improve understanding of 

how these reefs are connected 
to other honduran and western 
caribbean marine ecosystems. 
the study will also be used as part 
of ongoing comparative research 
programs across the entire 
caribbean.

travel Miskito Cays

Yellowline goby peering out from a great star coral colony

Deepwater sea 
fans; Yellowline 

arrowcrab 
(below)
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Research activities
the schedule was rigorous, involv-
ing both underwater and terres-
trial surveys. A small team took 
the tender vessel and landed on 
as many of the cays as possible 
to ground-truth various satellite 
imagery and bathymetric charts. 
 A team of divers conducted 
surveys to assess the abundance 
of corals, algae and fishes using a 
standardised reef monitoring pro-
tocol, while individual divers were 
responsible for collecting various 
samples for later lab analyses. 
these were used to assess the 
severity and prevalence of coral 
diseases along with the diversity 
and abundance of sponges and 
algal communities. Genetic anal-
yses was used to uncover patterns 
of dispersal for three commercial 
fisheries species and an endan-
gered coral species among the 
reefs of the northern and southern 
areas. 

 combined, this 
research will greatly 
improve understand-
ing of the physical, 
environmental and 
ecological context 
of the proposed 
honduran Miskito 
cays marine area.

Diving
Following our 
slightly un-nerving 
run-in with the 
honduran Navy, we 
approached the 
first of the northern 
group of cays. some 
were no more than 
slightly elevated 
patches of sand, 
only just visible 
above the water, 
while others were 
well-established 
small islands with 

dense vegetation providing habi-
tat for large numbers of breed-
ing seabirds. Ringed by thin strips 
of white sand gently sloping into 
vivid turquoise lagoons, the cays 
were almost stereotypically beau-
tiful—exactly what one would 
expect from remote coral islands 
in the caribbean.
 An air of excitement and 
anticipation filled the boat as we 
prepared for our first dive. Due 
to its relative inaccessibility, this 
region was largely unknown to 
divers, and reports describing the 

area were scarce. Although not 
thought to be vastly different from 
other coral reefs in the Western 
caribbean, nobody really knew 
what to expect. 
 Many reefs throughout the 
entire caribbean have suffered 
significant declines over the last 
30 years. this decline, however, is 
mostly described on reefs close to 
areas of human population and 
thought to be caused partly by a 
combination of human-induced 
pressures such as overdevelop-
ment, pollution and overfishing. 

 Although the Miskito cays are 
known for fishing, they are far 
away from the mainland, which 
limits direct land-based human 
impacts. these reefs therefore 
have the potential to be compar-
atively healthier than their coun-
terparts in other locations.
 secretly hoping for crystal clear 
water, whale sharks, manta rays 
and pristine coral reefs like no 
living soul has seen before, my 
descent onto the first reef was 
one of mixed emotions. While still 
excited to be diving this unex-
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plored region, my initial reaction 
was one of slight disappointment. 
A storm from a few days earlier 
had stirred up the water, and 
the visibility was not as good as 
expected. the main purpose of 
my visit here was to provide habi-
tat images of the coral reefs, so 
my intention was to shoot almost 
exclusively wide-angle. the 
amount of suspended sediment 
in the water column was going to 
make this task slightly more chal-
lenging than anticipated!

 Impressive reef structures, at first 
silhouetted in the gloom, came 
into view, covered in myriad forms 
of life. the intricate shapes of 
black coral bushes and delicate 
wire corals hung from the sides of 
massive colonies of Montastraea, 
large reef-building corals that 
provide a foothold for numerous 
smaller coral species. sea whips, 
sea fans, sponges, tunicates, 
macroalgae, encrusting algae 
and fire corals also competed for 
any available space. 

Reef health
these highly competitive inter-
actions are what make coral 
reefs among the most biodi-
verse ecosystems on the planet. 
conversely, they are also respon-
sible for a fundamental, and rela-
tively recent problem. Maybe no 
more than 50 years ago, coral 
mortality on well-established reefs 
was not a major issue. Indeed, 
mass mortality as a result of coral 
bleaching or disease is a compar-
atively new phenomenon. For mil-

lions of years, coral 
communities have 
been highly resilient, 
able to recover from 
most major environ-
mental disturbances. 
 Nowadays, how-
ever, much of that 
resilience has been 
lost, most probably 
due to increasingly 
frequent and persist-
ent human-induced 
disturbances. As cor-

als die, faster growing species 
such as algae quickly become 
established leaving little room for 
new corals to settle. Although a 
major problem now affecting all 
the world’s coral reefs, the lack of 
species diversity, in comparison to 
reefs of the Indo pacific, means 
some parts of the caribbean 
have been particularly badly 
affected.
 Massive boulder coral forma-

tions were a common feature 
on many of the dives, some in 
better condition than others. the 
last dive of the second day was 
particularly memorable, not so 
much for marine life encountered 
but rather the ancient towering 
coral colonies, formed from layer 
upon layer of growth, where the 
upper surface is alive built on 
top of previously deposited rock 
skeleton. the pinnacles formed 

cathedral-like 
structures creat-
ing a labyrinth of 
pillars, caves and 
tunnels almost 
eerie in the fad-
ing daylight. 
 Gliding under-
neath some of 
these imposing 
coral masses, 
I frequently 
noticed impres-
sive bushes of 
black coral, a 

elkhorn coral

Diver examines 
life on cliff face; 
Knobby sea rod 
(below)



eDItoRIAL        FeAtURes        tRAveL        NeWs        WRecKs        eQUIpMeNt        booKs        scIeNce & ecoLoGY        tech        eDUcAtIoN        pRoFILes        photo & vIDeo        poRtFoLIo58 X-RAY MAG : 59 : 2014

species known as Antipatharia 
which, despite their name actu-
ally look like giant red sea fans. 
Unlike other areas I’ve dived in 
the Western caribbean, these 
striking black coral bushes were 
a regular sight on many of the 
dives here and were reminiscent 
of some of the dense gorgonian 
forests I’ve encountered in the 
pacific. 
 Although we encountered a fair 
share of reefs in less than favoura-
ble condition, either besieged by 
algae, soft corals and sponges, or 
deteriorating as a result of disease 
or bleaching, we also noted some 
encouraging signs of resilience 
providing a little optimism that the 
reefs here could have potential to 
sustain themselves. In many parts 
of the caribbean, indications of 

healthy reefs or reefs in a state of 
significant growth or recovery are 
becoming all too scarce. 
 
Elkhorn and staghorn coral
A number of fine stands of stag-
horn coral (Acropora cervicornis), 
intricate branching corals that 
were almost completely wiped 
out by white band disease in 
the early 1980s, were seen on 
a number of dives. prior to the 
1980s, these corals were respon-
sible for much of the structural 
complexity of caribbean reefs 
providing numerous species with 
shelter from predation. Loss of this 
complexity has profoundly altered 
the biodiversity of many reefs so 
to see even small, healthy patch-
es of Acropora anywhere in the 
caribbean is reassuring indeed. 

 I skipped one dive in favour of 
a snorkel in shallow water close to 
a cay called caratasca. A small 
team had gone ashore earlier 
that day and reported a number 
of elkhorn coral colonies in the 
shallows. elkhorn coral (Acropora 
palmata), like its close relative 
staghorn, was once an abundant 
reef-building species common 
throughout caribbean reefs pro-
viding much of the foundation 
and structure. suffering the same 
fate as staghorn, elkhorn coral 
also died off at an alarming rate 
and before long 95 percent of 
both species had declined. White 
band disease, which only affects 
these two Acropora species, is still 
something of a mystery although 
almost certainly has some con-
nection to increased human and 

natural stressors. Due to their 
dramatic decline, Acropora 
corals have become some-
thing of a rarity, so it’s 
always a pleasure to find 
areas where they still thrive. 
 Although not as dense 
a thicket of elkhorn as I 

was expecting, there were some 
massive formations here, some 
with branches a metre or so in 
diameter, perhaps the largest 
I’ve ever seen. Amazingly, many 
of the colonies here, as I’ve seen 
in other areas, were growing just 
beneath the surface. because 

of the depth, or rather 
lack of it, I relied on 
natural light for photog-
raphy. hampered once 
again by fairly poor vis-
ibility and struggling to 
compose shots due to 
being underweighted, 
and possibly not as 
proficient at breath-
holding as I used to be, 
I managed one or two 
acceptable images.
 
Heading south
After two days diving 
the northern group of 
cays, we made our 
way to the group in 
the south closer to the 
Nicaraguan border, 
much to the consterna-

travel Miskito Cays
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fish on staghorn 
coral reef

elkhorn coral (above); Detail of staghorn coral branch (top right)
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tion of our crew who were becoming 
more anxious by the day. Reluctant to 
go much further due to security con-
cerns, we were fortunate that one of 
our team worked for the U.s. embassy. 
Following a quick call via satellite 
phone to his office in the honduran 

capital, our crew were put slightly 
at ease after we were assured 
that the honduran Navy was still 
on exercises in the area and were 
nearby should we need them. 

 part of the research being undertaken 
here was to assess whether the reefs 
around the northern and southern Miskito 
cays are connected, not only to each 
other but also to the Mesoamerican 

barrier Reef system (MbRs). the 
MbRs stretches all the way from 
the Yucatán peninsula in Mexico 
apparently ending at the bay 
Islands in honduras. If data col-
lected during the survey could 
show that the Miskito Reefs 
were connected to the MbRs, 
this boundary could effectively 
be extended by about 400km. 
Interestingly, casual observations 
during the expedition suggested 
the northern group of cays may 
well be connected, whereas 
the southern group showed a 

number of striking similarities 
with more isolated reefs found 
further to the south around 
panama. 
 some of the reefs around 
the southern group of cays, 
at least the ones we dived, 
were markedly different from 
those in the north in that they 
adhered more to classic ‘spur 
and groove’ formations rather 
than massive boulders and 
towering pinnacles.
 Reef fish abundance also 
appeared slightly higher, 
although some species such 
as grouper were still noticeably 
absent—not surprising, as they 
are a valuable fisheries target. 
Another noticeable aspect of 
these southern reefs were the 
sheer number of different spe-
cies crammed into relatively 
small areas. Although this was 
evident on the reefs to the 
north, as it generally is in any 
coral reef community, some of 
the reefs here appeared par-
ticularly muddled and chaotic. 
 In comparison to their Indo 
pacific counterparts, which, 

to me, appear neat, tidy and 
somewhat well-organised, 
many caribbean reefs looked 
like they had been haphazardly 
thrown together by a madman. 
Diversity of sponges on these 
southern reefs was particularly 
striking with numerous forms 
and colours covering many of 
the Montastraea colonies in 
a tangled profusion of bright 
purple, yellow and red, often 
stretching out into the water 
column like ancient wizened 
fingers. 
 closer inspection on these southern 
reefs, and most in the north, revealed the 
usual array of caribbean macro species. 
exquisite feather duster worms gently 
swaying in the current, yellowline bobies 

skimming over star corals, purple tipped 
tentacles of giant anemones protruding 
from crevices, clumps of neon blue and 
orange tunicates, tiny, elusive and rather 
alien looking solitary gorgonian hydroids, 

travel Miskito Cays
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and the highly appropriately named let-
tuce sea slug, to mention but a few. 
 A number of docile nurse sharks were 
also seen and, a real treat for me, were 
the discovery of two spectacular nudi-
branchs I had not seen before: a purple-
spotted sea goddess and a spanish 
dancer, the latter of which provided 
some great photo opportunities, as it 
twisted and gyrated through the water 
column.
 
Caribbean parrotfish
Although general reef fish diversity was 
not strikingly different to reefs in other 
areas of the Western caribbean, there 
were some unusual and encouraging 
encounters on a few of the dives. having 
spent some time studying caribbean 
parrotfish and their role in maintaining 
healthy reefs, I’m always on the lookout 
for this charismatic species, particularly 
when in large numbers. 
 some species, such as the small and 
unassuming striped parrotfish, are a com-

mon sight on most 
caribbean reefs, 
but others are a little 
more enigmatic, and 
in many locations, 
either completely 
absent or just down-
right rare. 
 two of the largest 
and most strikingly 
beautiful parrotfish 
species are the mid-
night and the rain-
bow, which fall into 
this category. I had 
seen one or two 
midnights before, 
but only occasion-
ally and only ever at 
one dive site on an 
island about 400km 
northwest. I had 
never seen a rainbow 
parrotfish. Imagine 
my surprise then as I 

was suddenly faced with a roving 
shoal of 60-70 midnight parrotfish, 
with a number of juvenile rainbows 
amongst them, swooping over the 
reef like a cloak of black, iridescent 
blue and green. 
 Undeterred by my presence, 
the fish were feeding voraciously, 
scraping algae from rocks and 
coral heads, circling an area again 
and again to ensure all food was 
consumed. this is what makes par-
rotfish so crucial on coral reefs. In 
sufficient numbers they can keep 
large areas of reef clear of algae 
opening up crucial settlement 
space for new corals. Without 
these keystone species, many reefs 
quickly become overwhelmed by 
algae, which soon replaces corals 
as the dominant species—a proc-
ess known as a phase shift, and one 
which is very difficult to reverse.
 Large shoals of midnight parrotfish 
were seen on at least three dives. 

photographing 
them was initially 
fairly exhausting. 
I soon realised 
trying to chase 
them over the 
reef was futile 
and so attempt-
ed something a 
little more strate-
gic. 
 on each 
encounter, the 
fish seemed to 
circle the area a 
number of times. 
After watching 
them at a dis-
tance for a few 
minutes, I would 
choose a suit-
able position and 
lie in wait, trying 

to minimise my breathing to reduce bub-
bles and hoping they would swim toward 
me. this ambush technique worked with 
limited success, as the fish would invari-
ably detect me from a distance and usu-
ally swim the other way. As ever, the vis-
ibility wasn’t great, but I managed a few 
acceptable images.

Sea urchins
Another encouraging sign that the reefs 
here may have slightly higher resilience 
than those elsewhere in the region with 
potential to sustain themselves, were 
higher than average numbers of long-
spined sea urchins (Diadema antillarum). 
 With a function similar to parrotfish 
these urchins are, or rather were, an 
important herbivore throughout the 
caribbean, freeing up critical settle-
ment space for new corals by consum-
ing algae. In 1983, however, the species 
declined by over 97 percent across the 

entire caribbean due to an unidentified 
pathogen. the consequences in some 
areas were devastating, as large areas of 
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coral reef were quickly overgrown 
by persistent mats of algae. 
 Although still not recovered to 
anything like their pre-1983 num-
bers, some recent reports have 
described a number of local 
recoveries and signs of associ-
ated regeneration of coral reefs. 
It is possible some of the Miskito 
reefs could be included.

Stinky Cay
During another brief respite from 

diving, I had the opportunity to 
join the terrestrial team on an 
exploratory excursion to one of 
the cays. Appropriately named 
stinky cay by the locals, the tiny 
island was a thin strip of sand and 
low-level vegetation teeming with 
seabirds. Magnificent frigatebirds 
accounted for most of these 
but there were also a number of 
brown boobies and masked boo-
bies most of which were nesting 
on the ground. 

 on the beach, the decrepit 
remains of an old fishermen’s hut 
provided a perch for a few frig-
ates while the rest sat on nests or 
branches among the mangroves 
at the wider end of the cay. It 
was nesting season, so the major-
ity of birds were tending their 
young, which sat, dinosaur-like 
waiting for their next meal. 
 Frigates, at least when they 
reach adulthood (the chicks 
aren’t the most attractive look-
ing creatures), are majestic birds, 
appearing almost spectre-like, 
as they circle above scouting 

for suitable prey. Although com-
monly using their large talons 
and hooked beaks to catch fish 
by skimming the surface of the 
water, they are also piratical in 
nature, frequently harassing other 
birds forcing them to regurgitate 
their stomach contents, which 

they then catch 
and consume 
as it falls. having 
the opportunity 
to walk among 
this colony with 
my camera and 
experience the 
sights, sounds 
and smells was a 
rare treat and an 
absolute pleas-
ure.

Afterthoughts
this was hopefully the first in 
a series of expeditions to the 
honduran Miskito cays. surveys 
will need to be repeated through-
out the year in order to build up 
a solid picture of the past and 
current condition of the area’s 
ecosystems as well as to identify 
critical habitats, nursery grounds 
and other ecologically important 
areas. this information is crucial 
if we are to assist the Miskito 

communities in achieving their 
goal of establishing a solid man-
agement strategy to protect their 
fisheries from continued exploita-
tion and their fishermen from fur-
ther harm. ■

George stoyle is a marine ecolo-
gist, coral reef researcher and 
underwater photographer based 
in the United Kingdom. For more 
information, visit: Earthinfocus.com
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90%, Amerindian 7%, black 
2%, white 1%. Religions: 
Roman catholic 97%, 
protestant 3%. Internet 
users: 731,700 (2009)

Language  spanish is 
the official language, plus 

there are Amerindian dia-
lects.

Decompression chamber  
Roatán has the closest chamber 
at Anthony’s cay Resort. there 
are also chambers at the main 
hospitals in La ceiba, san pedro 
sula and tegucigalpa.

Travel/Visa  
Free tourist visa granted on entry 
for 90 days. Renewable for a fur-
ther 90 days in country. there is  a 
Us$40 departure tax paid in cash 
on exit.

Health
travellers 
should talk 
with a doc-
tor for latest 
inoculation 
recommen-
dations and 
anti-malaria 
advice.

Miskito 
Cays area
At the 
moment, the 
area has not 
established 
any tourism 
diving, so no 
stated limits 
are in place. 
In the Miskitia 
itself, there 
are no dive 
facilities, so 

guests go by liveabord from the 
bay Islands. When the area is 
zoned for Miskitu use, authorities 
may charge a user fee for divers, 
as a way of generating revenue, 
and then specify dive sites and 
other things as part of their marine 
spatial plan, but that is a way off.

Websites
honduras tourism
www.letsgohonduras.com

History  Named for the Miskito 
Indians who live in the region, 
the Miskito cays are found on 
the caribbean Mosquito coast 
(or Miskito coast), which histori-
cally comprised an area on the 
east coast of today’s honduras 
and Nicaragua. Long dominated 
by british interests, it wasn’t until 
in 1894 that the Mosquito coast 
was incorporated into Nicaragua. 
Finally, in 1960, the northern part 
was granted to honduras by the 
International court of Justice.1 
honduras was itself part of the 
vast spanish empire in the New 
World, and finally gained its 
independence in 1821. It wasn’t 
until 1982 that there was a freely 
elected government following 
over 20 years of military rule. the 
country experienced conflict in 
the 80’s, as anti-sandinista contras 
fighting the Marxist government 
in Nicaragua used honduras 

as a safe haven. honduras was 
also allied with the salvadoran 
government against leftist guer-
rillas. In the late 90’s, hurrican 
Mitch hit honduras causing vast 
devastation and killing 5,600 
people. the honduras economy 
has made a slow recovery since 
then. Government: Democratic 
constitutional republic. capital: 
tegucigalpa

Geography  honduras is 
located in central America. 
on the east side, it borders 
the caribbean sea, between 
Guatemala and Nicaragua. 
on the west side, it borders the 
Gulf of Fonseca, leading to the 
North pacific ocean, between el 
salvador and Nicaragua. terrain 
is comprised of narrow coastal 
plains, with mountains in the inte-
rior. coastline: caribbean sea 
669km; Gulf of Fonseca 163km. 
Lowest point: caribbean sea 0m. 
highest point: cerro Las Minas 
2,870m.

Climate  Lowlands are subtropi-
cal while mountainous areas have 
a temperate climate. Natural 
hazards include earthquakes that 
are frequent but mild, for the most 
part, as well as hurricanes and 
floods on the caribbean coast.

Environmental issues  chal-
lenges stem from the expansion 
of urban population; logging and 

clearing of land for 
agriculture result in de-
forestation; uncontrolled 
development and farm-
ing of marginal lands further 
degrade the land and erode the 
soil; mining operations are pollut-
ing the country’s largest freshwater 
source, Lago de Yojoa, and many 
rivers and streams, with heavy met-
als.

Economy  With 65% of its popu-
lation living in poverty, honduras 
is one of the poorest countries in 
Latin America. It also has the high-
est murder rate in the world. Rural 
and indigenous people in the 
south, west, and along the east-
ern border suffer higher poverty 
rates than those in the north and 
central areas, where the majority 
of the country’s infrastructure and 
industries are based. education, 
while enjoying nearly 100 percent 
enrollment, is poor in quality, and 
hence, slow to improve the situ-
ation for the poor. Unequal distri-
bution of income is extreme, and 
there is high underemployment. 
honduras has diversified its export 
base beyond coffee and banan-
as to include automobile wire har-
nessing and apparel. Almost half 
of the country’s economic activ-
ity is tied directly to the United 
states. In 2006, the U.s.-central 
America-Dominican Republic Free 
trade Agreement (cAFtA-DR) 
came into effect helping to foster 

foreign 
direct investment. 
however, political 
and physical insecu-
rity, crime and the 
perception of cor-
ruption, may scare 
off potential inves-
tors. Modest eco-
nomic growth from 
2010 to 2012 was not 
enough to improve 
living standards of a 
majority of the coun-
try’s poor. A growing 
budget deficit, weak 
current account per-
formance, unpaid 
salaries of public 
sector workers, and 
several hundred million in unpaid 
contracts to suppliers continue to 
plague the government. 

Currency  honduran lem-
piras (hNL). exchange rates: 
1eUR=27.25hNL, 1UsD=20hNL, 
1Gbp=32.80hNL, 1AUD=17.87hNL, 
1sGD=15.74hNL

Population  8,448,465 (July 
2013 est.) ethnic groups: tmestizo 
(Amerindian and european mix) 
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Breaking the Chain

opinion

Scuba Confidential

text by simon pridmore

Last year I was invited to deliver 
a lecture at the Oztek show in 
Sydney, Australia. I spoke on 
the topic “What Makes a Good 
Technical Diver”, and one par-
ticular point I covered on acci-
dent avoidance drew a very 
positive response and provoked 
a number of questions from the 
audience. It applies not only to 
the technical community but to 
divers of every level.

every diving accident has a chain of 
events that lead up to it, but often the 
chain is only visible afterwards when you 
reflect on what happened. You don’t 
always see a chain before an accident 
takes place, but if you do see one or if 
you only think you see one, you need to 
have the courage and determination to 
break it, even though you might be criti-
cized by others for doing so. 
 cave divers have a rule that seeks to 
eliminate the fear of recrimination and 
saves lives. this rule is that any diver can 
abort any dive at any time for any rea-

son with-
out having to 
explain themselves to any-
one. When one of your team gives 
the up signal (or turn signal in the case 
of cave diving), the rest of the team 
acknowledges and complies immedi-
atel—no questions asked, either at the 
time or subsequently. You can always 
offer an explanation, of course, but no-
one has the right to demand one.
 It does not matter if the threat to safe-
ty is genuine or not. For example, a diver 
may abort a dive simply as a result of 
misreading his contents gauge. the prin-
ciple is that if one member of the team 
believes there is a threat, then that belief 
in itself is enough to put the team at risk 
if it continues.
 this is a rule that all divers could apply 
to their diving whether technical or 
otherwise. here is an example of an 
instance when I felt I had to break the 
chain even before the divers got into the 
water.

Bad news
A few years ago, I was at my dive centre 
in Guam with two students preparing for 

the 
final 
dive in our 
tRIMIX course when 
one of my dive-masters arrived with the 
news that a diver that we knew from 
another dive centre had died in the 
recompression chamber following an 
incident that had taken place the day 
before.
 the students were nearby and over-
heard the conversation but said noth-
ing. on the boat, they were quieter than 
usual and I was concentrating on keep-
ing everything normal and following the 
pattern of their earlier training dives, but 
the news of the diver’s death was play-
ing on my mind. he was a friend and we 
had dived together plenty of times.  
 on arrival at the dive site, I saw that 
a strong current was running and that 
it had carried the line and buoy, which 
was to be our ascent platform, underwa-
ter. I noticed the students exchange a 
glance of concern.  

 I knew that 
the fact that they were undertaking 
a big dive would already be creating 
a certain level of anxiety, and that a 
strong current might lead to additional 
task-loading. I also guessed that the 
news of the diver’s death might be a 
distracting factor for them, especially if 
they started to become stressed during 
the dive. I was also concerned at the 
impact the news might have on my abil-
ity to concentrate fully. 
 I went over to where they were pre-
paring and explained that I was can-
celling the dive, citing all the reasons, 
including my doubts about my own state 
of mind. I was afraid that they might 
be unhappy and object to this change 
in plan as they were due to fly out the 
following night, and this cancellation 
would mean they couldn’t complete the 
course on schedule. but instead, they 

respond-
ed with 

smiles 
of relief and 

thanked me. the diver’s death had 
been weighing on their minds, but they 
had not wanted to say anything.  
 In the end, they managed to change 
their flights, and a couple of days later, 
we ran the final course dive and every-
thing went perfectly. Who knows? plan 
A might have turned out fine, but abort-
ing the dive before any of us had even 
entered the water made it absolutely 
sure that what looked like a steadily 
cumulating series of stressors didn’t end 
in disaster. ■ 
 
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 2013 and is available on 
Amazon. he is now working on the fol-
low-up book, provisionally entitled scuba 
professional.
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