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Similan & Surin Islands

A healthy upper Simila

SIMILAN ISLANDS

The Similan Islands National Park is a
series of strikingly beautiful granite
and jungle islands with some stunning
beaches and great undersea diversity.
Diving here normally originates from
Phuket and is done by live aboards run-
ning anywhere from two-day to two-
week trips. The water clarity and healthy
reefs make these islands the focal point
of regional diving.

Varied and full of color, the southern
islands are numbered one through nine
and host a number of live aboards that
launch from the western Thai coast.
These numerous islands are balanced
by the large northern islands of Ko
Bon, a beautiful piece of limestone,
and Ko Tachai, which has attractive
sand beaches and some good offshore
dives.

Since the tsunami, the eastern coasts
have been the favored aspect of these
islands to dive. The terrain features
stunning hard corals, soft corals, sea
fans and immense coral heads, and they
range from shallow to quite deep, and
from no currents to pretty brisk ones.
An extremely photogenic place, this is
where many of the signature Thailand

63

diving images are made, especially
those with wide angle vistas and big
gorgonian sea fans.

Fish are also well-represented, with
anything from mantas and leopard
sharks to ornate ghost pipefish, blue
spotted jawfish, Andaman sweet lips
and nudibranchs to be found.
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Blue-spotted stingray

CORAL GARDENS

Location: North side of Similan #1 (Ko
Huang)

Depth: 7-80ft (0-24m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Novice

0&0

Both snorkelers and divers will like this
spot, as the reef runs along the island’s
beach area and produces opportunities
for rewarding snorkeling or a nice, long
dive whilst checking out the variety of
marine life on show.

Just about every dive destination
seems to have a’Coral Gardens'dive site,

and this is the Similans’ entry. A great
variety of acropora corals, such as stag-
horns and table corals, mix with other
plating and hard corals to form large
life-filled patches and colorful scapes
from deep to very shallow.

The deeper sandy areas hold blue-
spotted stingrays that throw up clouds
of sand as they dig for crustaceans.
Swaying in the currents are garden
eels, which disappear if you breathe too
quickly or move too closely. They feed
on current-driven morsels mostly too
small for the eye to see. Move up to see
more hard corals and fish life, like an-
gels, parrotfish and lots of butterflyfish.

This site was closed by the park au-
thority at the time of writing, but check
to see if it has re-opened.

n BOULDER CITY

Location: 7.6 nautical miles (3km)
southeast of Similan #3 (Ko Payan)
Depth: 40-130ft (12-40m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&0

This is a deeper site with a couple of
moorings leading down to a series of
large boulders. Close to Shark Fin Reef,
it's a good area to poke around in the
deep at first, to see if there are any leop-
ard sharks or mantas down at the south-
ern end, before checking for other fish
life among the boulders while working
back up to shallower waters.

The bottom can be as deep as 130ft
in the south, with sandy areas 70ft to
80ft and boulders rising to within 40ft
to 60ft of the surface.

Coral growth here is pretty, with sea
fans and lots of glassy fish attracting

Yellowback fusiliers thrive at Boulder Ci 3%
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lionfish and scorpionfish. Look also for
various groupers, including big marbled
groupers, coral groupers and peacock
groupers. Finish up by heading back
toward the center of the site, where
the shallowest rock provides some fish
watching before heading to the deco
stop.

u SHARK FIN REEF (HIN PAE)

Location: 0.87 nautical miles (1.6km)
southeast of Similan #3 (Ko Payan)
Depth: 0-95ft (0-30m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

®0£0

Southeast of Ko Payan, this is a well-vis-
ited site that has pretty coral gardens
in the northwest and boulders, fish
and swim-throughs farther south. The
mooring is near the mid-point of these
two features and divers can proceed ei-
ther way.

For those who want to see fusiliers,
you've come to the right place. Seem-
ingly endless schools of various types,
including yellowback, neon and yel-
lowtails, all roam the boulders in huge
schools. These boulders also offer pas-
sages that are enjoyable to dive around
and through. Look for stands of ever-
green tubastrea corals with lots of small
damsels, growing atop the boulders.
Where the rocks pierce the surface in
three places, they are said to resem-
ble shark fins, giving the reef its name.
Schools of five-line snapper also enjoy
this environment.

There can be some current here,
which the big rocks deflect. The reef is
more open to the north, with good coral
gardens and fish diversity. At about 90ft
whitetip and leopard sharks can some-
times be seen in the deeper sandy areas.
The site also has some big coral heads
and large boulders in the channels.
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n EAST OF EDEN

Location: East side of Similan #7 (Ko
Payu)

Depth: 70-118ft (3-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&0

Considered one of the must-do dives in
the area, thanks to a beautiful coral bom-
mie that rises from the deep, along with
clear water and prolific coral growth,
this site has two moorings toward the
end of Ko Payu, on the east side.

There is lots of hard coral here on a
graduated slope. Many coral heads and
small rocks are attractively decorated
with an artist’s palette of soft coral
colors and large sea fans. Manta rays
have also been seen here on occasion,
so it doesn’t hurt to glance out into the
blue every once in a while.

Sport divers may want to start at the
mooring closest to the point for a longer,
more leisurely dive along the coral
gardens, while photographers should

head down to the bigger bommies to
get some of the very pretty reef shots
this site has to offer. Look for shoals of
glassfish and other small fish covering
well-landscaped coral heads. Spotted
groupers and lionfish are in heaven here
with all the readily-available food, while
deeper down look for fire gobies and
blue-spotted stingrays in the sand.

Coral cover runs up into the shallows,
making this an interesting multi-level
dive. Table corals with small damsels,
sheets of plate corals with nudibranchs
underneath and both star and brain cor-
als all dot the reef.

Up top a long deco stop in a beau-
tiful coral garden is available. Some
rubble patches may be the result of dec-
ades-old dynamite damage, but these
are slowly being overtaken by broad
branching coral patches that hold ref-
uge for many reef fish, including leaf
fish and juvenile emperors.

The site has a good collection of an-
thias and basslets, including jewel fairy
basslets. Look as well for the toothy
moustache triggerfish that nest in some
areas, groups of red-tailed butterflyfish
roaming over the staghorn beds and
schools of bigeye snappers.

This makes for a good third of fourth
dive that can be done at a leisurely
pace, to observe and absorb everything
to be found.

The seahorses found around Thailand
aren't always that easy to see. They
don’t move much and hide in layered
sea fans and near small reef sponges,
making them easily overlooked by the
casual diver. The most common type
is the tiger tail seahorse (Hippocampus
comes), which gets its name from the
tiger-like banding on their tails. If you
do find any, males tend to be black or
dark in color with some yellow splotch-
es, while females are yellow.
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A damsel watches from a gorgonian sea fan
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Red-tailedbutterflyfish forage at sunset

n WEST OF SWEDEN

Location: North Tip of Similan #7 (Ko
Payu)

Depth: 0-130ft (5-40m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

®O0£0

The name of this site is a good example
of Thai humor. Located west of the East
of Eden site, local dive guides discov-
ered this site around 2004 and started
diving it frequently after the tsunami in
December of that year trashed several
of the popular area reefs.

There are some small- to medium-
sized granite boulders, as well as a well-
lit swim-through near the reeftop that
starts at 15ft and exits at about 40ft.
There can be some currents and up-
wellings at this site that make the water
a bit chilly at times. (This is generally
true of dives at islands 7 and 8 in the
Similans.) Divers have the opportunity

to go quite deep here, as rocky ridges
run west and drop from 35ft down past
140ft.

Some beautiful orange gorgonian
sea fans can be seen here, as well as
bommies with sea whips, fans and soft
corals. From about 40ft to 70ft there
are some good patches of hard corals.
Deeper down the ridge in the sand, look
for whip corals, along with beautiful lit-
tle harp or candelabra corals in shades
of deep red. Small boulders and bog
coral heads have some very pretty soft
pink, purple and white corals.

Keep a look out also down deep in the
south end at the sand alley for whitetip
reef sharks. Currents may bring in giant
and bluefin trevally, as well as an oc-
casional visit by a manta or sea turtle.
Schooling butterflyfish, red tooth trig-
gerfish and lined surgeonfish can all be
seen here, as can neon and yellowback
fusiliers.

Smaller sea life found here includes
frogfish and ghost pipefish. Ribbon eels
are also seen poking from the sea floor
and crevices.

E ELEPHANT’S HEAD (HIN PUSAR)

Location: Between Similan #7 (Ko
Payu) & Similan #8 (Ko Similan)
Depth: 76-118ft (5-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&£09

This is the area’s ultimate novelty dive,
with huge boulders stacked across the
ocean floor and protruding from the
sea. These form an amazing maze of
huge proportions which holds a lot of
marine life and is a blast to swim over,
under, around and through.

Fish life includes whitetip sharks and
occasional leopard sharks on the deeper
outer reef areas, which are mostly sand
and rubble. But it's in around the rocks
that the fish variety here becomes ap-
parent. Whitetips also like to hide under
cracks and deep overhangs here, and
guides usually know where they hang
out.These crevices are also hiding places
for the solitary great barracuda. Some
corals have attached to the boulders;
look for small fans, soft corals and some
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big table corals that appear to be clean-
ing stations for blue-stripe wrasse.

Pretty fish include powder-blue tangs
and the odd unicornfish. Blue-lined an-
gelfish and titan triggerfish also like
to swim along the upper parts of the
boulders, and a few sea anemones with
pink anemonefish are also to be found
at shallow depths.

One can follow the slope of the ele-
phant’s head giant boulder from below
all the way up to where it breaks the sur-
face. The sides are kept clean by grazing
surgeonfish and other herbivores. A fun
dive with lots to see and lots of finning
to cover the area, it really takes a couple
of dives to see it all.

E BEACON POINT

Location: Southeast end of Similan #8
(Ko Similan)

Depth: 76-118ft (5-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&£0S

At the south end of the more sedate
Beacon Beach, Beacon Point can be a
deeper dive. Head down a long slop-
ing drop-off to a sandy bottom at 115ft,
where there are usually stingrays hid-
ding in the sand or foraging for food.

One can then work back up the slope
whilst checking the hard corals for inver-
tebrate and fish life, including Moorish
idols and the similar looking bannerfish.
Trumpetfish and lined snapper are also
found on the reef, and the current may
also bring schools of smaller fish, such
as damselfish and chromis. Look also
for the cleaning stations that often fea-
ture one or more fish hanging in parallel
while cleaner wrasse pick over them.

When finning along here, it is best
to surface or head back to the shallows
before going around the point of the
island.
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Huge table corals adorn the tlo.p of_.&_z bommie

n BEACON BEACH

Location: East side of Similan #8 (Ko
Similan)

Depth: 20-100ft (6-30m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Novice

009

This site offers a broad variety of corals
and good fish life, thanks to the artificial
reef here which until 2002 was the char-
ter boat Atlantis X. The boat’s captain
had tried to beach it when it took on
water, but it eventually sank and settled
away from the beach in 50ft to 105ft of
water.

Coral and encrusting sponges, some
crinoids and other marine life are gradu-
ally forming on the ship. Batfish, who
seem to like shipwrecks, along with
some lionfish, have also found their way
here and set up home. The ship’s ribs
are still intact and it has had some algae
growth on it however, it's not as pretty
as some shipwrecks.

The reef area is a hard coral slope with
good lettuce corals, plating corals and
bubble corals. Once hit by a crown-of-
thorns starfish invasion, the area has
bounced back well, showing how this
natural occurrence can cull corals and
leave space for new growth in a com-
petitive reef.

Bigeye snappers, goatfish, nervous
hawkfish and roaming trumpetfish are
all part of the fish scene at this site,
which every level of diver can enjoy.

E TURTLE ROCK

Location: Northwest side of Similan #8
(Ko Similan)

Depth: 30-700ft (9-30m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate
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Located just off Ko Similan, some nice
hard coral gardens here offer divers and
snorkelers the opportunity for a good
dive in a healthy coral environment.
A turtle-shaped rock gives the site its
name, as opposed to regular turtle
sightings. However you will encounter
lots of reef fish, including lined triggers,
various parrotfish species and small
schools of bannerfish.

There are some nice anemones with
pink anemonefish here, along with blue-
ring and emperor angels, parrotfish and
some grazers, such as surgeonfish. The
reef has lots of branching coral beds
and chromis are thick in the water col-
umn above, retreating to the safety of
the beaches whenever a diver fins past
or a jack slashes through their mass.

Nearby Donald Duck Bay (or Camp-
bell’s Bay) is often reserved for a night

The dolphins commonly seen around
Thailand are spinner dolphins (Stinella
longirostris). They can normally be seen
while on boat dives going to and from
sites, or coming in to play with the
bow of a large live-aboard - often they
will try to ride the bow wave or play in
rolling wake waves. Lucky divers have
seen them in large schools, but any
encounter with a dolphin underwater,
especially on scuba, is a special event.

Other marine mammals commonly
seen include melonhead, minke, blue
and false killer whales.

In Africa, if you look for the Big Five
on safari, or dive the Big Five, you're
either looking for wild game or sharks.
But Thailand too has its own Big Five,
in the form of five different species of
clownfish that live on its reefs.

They are the orange anemonefish,
sometimes called a pink anemone-
fish (Amphiprion sandaracinos), the
False Clownfish (Amphiprion ocel-
laris), the Red Saddleback anemone-
fish (Amphiprion ephippium), Clark’s
anemonefish (Amphiprion clarkii) and
the Sebae anemonefish (Amphiprion
sebae).

Take a good look at the beautiful
anemones and anemone colonies that
adorn the many hot spots in Thailand
and to see one of these fish living
symbiotically with them. Find all five,
and you've mastered the ‘Nemo’anem-
onefish list.

dive and can also be good for snorkel-
ers. It's a popular mooring site for all
sizes of live aboard and sailboats, so be
aware of the traffic.
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E SNAPPER ALLEY

Location: Southwest tip of Similan #9
(Ko Bangu)

Depth: 20-118ft (6-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

Q&0

A formation of granite boulders makes
a pleasant dive site, ranging from quite
deep to more manageable depths. Ever-
green tube corals (with attendant black
damsels) like to grow on the boulders
and reef bottom in the currents. Black
coral trees can also be found, while cur-
rent-fed areas have good soft corals.

Sheltered undercuts of coral heads
and boulders also make good refuges
for some rather large lobsters and crabs.
Look in the same area for lazy puffers
and resting whitetip sharks.

Lots of beautiful lined snappers form
golden shoals over the upper reef here,
giving the site its name. Enjoy them
and the schooling yellowback fusiliers
as you complete the shallower section
at the end of this dive.

A wall of yellow snapper greet a diver
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Location: South side of Similan #9 (Ko
Bangu)

Depth: 59-80ft (18-25m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

Q&0

Drop down to a series of five large coral
heads (or bommies) which rise up from a
beautiful and reflective white sand floor,
at this lovely little spot along southern
Ko Bangu.

Like some of the other well-decorated
Surin Island sites, this park dive also has
a good array of sea fans and soft cor-
als in red, orange and yellow hues. Look
under the bommies for nudibranchs
and small crabs, but be careful to watch
your bubbles so they don't rise up too
close to the corals and scour them.

An allied cowrie

Night dives here produce gorgonian
crabs, spindle cowries and feather stars
in the sea fans, and also bring out the
odd sponge crab and decorator crab.

n SONGRAKI REEF

Location: Northeast side of Similan #9
(Ko Bangu)

Depth: 40-140ft (12-35m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

o809

One of Thailand’s newest sites, this holds
some of the healthiest and best-look-
ing hard coral cover of any reef in the
Similans. Sometimes called Three Trees,
it is located off the northeast tip of Ko
Bangu and consists of a series of pin-
nacles and granite boulders that step
down into the sea past 130ft.

Brain, mushroom, staghorn and table
corals that start in 40ft and are scattered
around the slope and sandy bottom are
contrasted by soft corals and white-
polyped gorgonian sea fans. Loads of
tiny baitfish hover over this seascape.

This site also makes for a great multi-
level dive. Some of the mushroom corals
are massive, starting in 70ft and rising
up to top out at 40ft.

Fish life includes schools of longfin
batfish and chevron barracuda, and
even an occasional manta. Whitetips
and zebra sharks are frequently seen in
the deep and on the bottom, and even
reef blacktips have been seen roaming
about. More than six species of butter-
flyfish have been observed here, mak-
ing the reef bright and colorful with
their presence. In the shallower parts of
the reef, look for milkfish schools and
wandering spearing mantis shrimp. This
is also a favorite haunt of hawksbill sea
turtles.

New and exciting, this reef will please
virtually every level of diver.

Soft corals and sea fans thrive in the currents
\

E THE PINNACLE

Location: North of Similan #9 (Ko
Bangu)

Depth: 16-110ft (5-32m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

This site is located north of Ko Bangu
with a mooring leading to large rocks
that extend down to 100ft, surrounded
by a sand and hard coral environment.

Coming as close as 18ft to the surface,
the rocks and reef are stepped down,
and the site features a very healthy and
active Acropora or staghorn coral patch
full of small tropicals, butterfly and an-
gelfish, anthias and chromis.

There are orange sea fans to observe
and the site has a good collection of
scattered large barrel sponges. There
is even tubastrea coral growth in some
areas of the reef.

A small hawksbill turtle is seen here
on most dives and the endemic (and
sometimes solitary) Andaman sweetlips
is also found on the reef. Lots of fusiliers
keep the site lively, and mantas have
been seen here as well.
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n KO BON

Location: 77 nautical miles (21km)
north of the Similan Islands
Depth: 75-130ft (5-40m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

£09

Ko Bon has become very popular in re-
centyears, as there are a couple of manta
ray cleaning stations on the reef, along
with an area where these creatures like
to feed and play. There seems to be a lot
of boat traffic at times, but most divers
swim/fin a lot here. It's best to find a
spot near the beautiful staghorn coral
gardens on the west side, or just at the
end of the sloping ridge at the south,
then wait for big rays to swim in. Stay
very low and breathe lightly, and you'll
be able to watch some very big (and
somewhat shark-bitten) mantas clean-
ing, feeding and playing.

Most dives start near a blowhole just
prior to the southwest point, where the
water churns into a froth. With reef on
the right, one can swim out to the point
and follow the ridge down past 100ft,
where a small promontory offers hard
coral cleaning stations and lots of cur-
rent-driven fish life. Crevalle jacks, a rib-
bon-like yellowtail snapper school, big
marbled groupers, longfin pompano
and dogtooth tuna all ply these waters,
as well as mantas and even a whale
shark on occasion.

Shallower areas on the west side and
along the ridge have small soft corals
and big table corals, bommies with lion-
fish and sweepers galore, orange-lined
triggerfish and moray eels.

On the southeast side there’s a sandy
plain at 90 to 100ft where one can ei-
ther hide from the current or catch it
and drift to the ridge. Look for Anda-
man sweetlips along the rocky cuts and
plates here.
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Ko Bon is known for its manta rays

Hanging at the west side, the staghorn
bed is very rewarding. There’s a manta
cleaning station and lots of chromis.
Stay low and mantas will circle many
times as they get cleaned by blue-stripe
and bluehead wrasses. The place is re-
ally fun at dusk with jacks and groupers
wreaking havoc on the staghorn bed.
Five species of trevally roam here indi-
vidually or in packs, and moray eels and
sea snakes can also be seen on the hunt.
The site also has leopard sharks, lionfish,
cuttlefish and even mating octopi.

If there is no surge, try to come up
close to the blowhole where boat traf-
ficis low. As many as a dozen boats and
ships have been counted here at one
time, so use your head when it comes
to surfacing and keep plenty of air on
hand so you can swim to a safe ascent
point. If you do get caught in an open-
water drift here, use a safety sausage.

Sitting far north, almost to the Thai
and Burmese border, Ko Bon and Ko
Tachai used to be considered a kind of
no-man’s land, and have only recently
been included in the Similans.

n KO BON PINNACLE

Location: 77 nautical miles (21km)
north of the Similan Islands
Depth: 60-130ft (18-40m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Advanced
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This site isn't for the faint hearted and
it doesn’t hurt to be fit here either, as it
can be tricky just reaching the top of the
pinnacle when the currents are strong.
You have to get down quickly and hope
you've timed it well-enough to let the
currents carry you to this deep site. A
reef hook certainly doesn’t hurt when
diving here.

What makes it all worthwhile is the
big fish action. Divers have reported as
many as seven mantas and a mobula
all swimming around the pinnacle on
one dive, and whale sharks are known
to come here as well, on a less frequent
basis.

The more regular ‘usual suspects’ are
huge fusilier schools, batfish, bigeye
jacks in large schools and rainbow run-
ners. The pinnacle itself, being so cur-
rent-swept, is somewhat barren, and
there are also fishing net remnants in
some places, so be careful not to get
caught up. On the plus side, there are
small soft corals, some sea fans and
some hard and hearty corals to be seen.
Nudibranchs can also be found here, for
the invertebrate lovers.

Overall, this is a good place to beat
the crowds, provided you're fit and
experienced.

n KO TACHAI

Location: 72 nautical miles (23km)
north of the Ko Bon

Depth: 40-118ft (12-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

£09

The best diving at this northern Similan
island is in the south, where two moor-
ings lead to a ridge starting at 40ft and
falling off to around 120ft at the sandy
bottom.

Known as Twin Peaks, the formation
has a pinnacle on the north end and
a big, round bommielike structure at
the south. This attracts manta rays that
come in to clean and do some feeding.
One may have to hide to see some of
the action, as this place can be rather
currenty, but when the mantas are at
the cleaning area it can be beautiful,
with low-lying coral gardens and lots
of chromis and basslets giving life and
color to the reef. Some of the nearby
corals have good fans and soft corals
growing on them as well.

This is also a good place to see
sponge life with big barrels filtering
current-supplied nutrients. There’s an
especially eye-catching neon green sea
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anemone at the south end at around
60ft, with Clark’s anemonefish and nice
whitecap shrimp. Ghost pipefish, frog-
fish and leopard blennies are some-
times seen here as well, and sleeping
leopard sharks are also a possibility in
deeper areas.

Look too for some great schools of
fusiliers, batfish and chevron barracuda,
along with pelagics like rainbow runners
and dogtooth tuna. Pairs of red-tailed
butterflyfish, small schools of grunts
and silver sweetlips all like to face into
the current here. Visibility can be quite
good, but occasionally a thermoclime
of colder and lower visibility water will
rush in, reducing visibility considerably.
But it does seem to increase fish activ-
ity when this happens and particularly
right before it happens.

This is a very active spot and can be
enjoyed over multiple dives. Deco stops
are often done at the mooring lines, or
sometimes by drifting with the current
for an open-water decompression - if
that’s the case, be sure to use a safety
sausage.

Currents feed rich soft corals in the area
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A harlequin shrimp makes its way across coral polyps

THE SURIN ISLANDS

The Suirn Islands are protected by a Thai
national marine park just south of Bur-
mese border and a short three- to four-
hour run by boat north of the Similans.
The popular area comprises five islands
- two large and three small - and quite
a few exposed and hidden granite rocks,
with hotspots like Richelieu Rock and
other rocky outcrops.

This area is remote and has few in-
habitants, and has been left naturally
beautiful with forest cover and bird life.
Fishermen still come here, so shark life
and big fish aren’t as plentiful as in past
years. It was once quite famous as a
whale shark magnet, though they're not
as common now either. Smaller marine
life, coral cover and invertebrates are
all excellent with great diversity on the
reefs and the offshore boulders. Moken

people, known as sea gypsies, inhabit a
village on Ko Surin Thai Island in the Mu
Ko Surin National Park.

Reef dives are done mainly on fring-
ing reefs along eastern coastlines, while
the rocky dives actually hold many
profiles, from walls to swim-throughs
to sandy slopes, depending where one
dives at the site.
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ﬂ RICHELIEU ROCK

Location: 9 nautical miles (17km)
north of the Ko Bon

Depth: 0-118ft (0-36m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&£09

Richelieu Rock is known as one of Thai-
land’s and Asia’s best dive sites. The
limestone rock lies nine nautical miles
east of the Surin Islands and can be
seen at low tide, but is otherwise totally
submerged.

Perhaps the most striking and ob-
vious image that first hits the diver is
the amazing fish action taking place.
Richelieu Rock and other small pinna-
cles are alive with sea life — both macro
lovers and wide angle photographers
will thrive here. One descends through
clouds of fusiliers, and there are schools
of bigeye jacks, circling chevron barra-
cuda, colorful bigeye snappers, yellow-
tail jacks and dogtooth tuna. Smaller
fish in the water column and over the
reef include redbar anthias, chromis and
damsels.

The rock and reef area has a thick and
colorful cover of magnificent and bub-
ble sea anemones with one-stripe, per-
cula and red saddleback anemonefish
in them. There are also some hidden
edged anemones, some with Clark’s
anemonefish in them.

The rocks are also coated in soft corals
in reds, oranges and yellows. Trees of
Dendronephthya make the reef a color-
ful habitat for layers of baitfish, and
gorgonians hide ornate ghost pipefish.
Look also for tiger tail seahorses at the
base of the fans. Stonefish, lionfish and
spotted groupers all hang near the bait-
fish for easy pickings. Malabar groupers
can also be found.

The site is very good for cephalo-
pods — mating and roaming octopi are
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common, and sightings of mating and
fighting cuttlefish are possible. You will
see the male sheltering the female from
other males and aggressively guarding
his lady. Morays have many representa-
tives as well, with white-eyes, giant
green eels, snowflakes and zebras.
Smaller critters are also boundless,
with harlequin shrimp, carpets of strik-
ing red hingebeaks, tiger cowries, mar-
bled hawkfish and lots of wentletrap
action near the tube corals. Even bur-
rfish can be seen! The list is truly end-
less and many dives can be made here
without getting bored. Bring a large
fish checklist with you as you are sure
tofill it! And remember, there is always a
chance that a whale shark will show up.
Keep an eye out in the blue for one.

Schooling fish engulf a diver
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n KO TORINLA RIDGE

Location: 9 nautical miles (17km)
north of the Ko Bon

Depth: 27-115ft (8-33m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

Q&0

Only about 100ft wide and 300ft long,
this is a very fishy dive due to currents
running along the ridgetop and making
for good conditions to see a lot of ma-
rine life. The ridge runs to the southeast
and has a sloping side that runs down
at varied levels with healthy corals and
a plethora of marine creatures.

This is one of the few sites on which
divers may encounter gray reef sharks
in the water column as they cruise look-
ing for a stray jack or some other meal.
These beautiful swimmers like to hang
off reef areas in the water column and
can be identified by the black marking
that runs down most of the tail. Keep an
eye out in the blue for them. Whitetip
reef sharks are also seen prowling here
and resting in the sand down deep.

Look also for giant groupers, which
can attain good size and may have pilot-
fish accompanying them. Large morays,
big trevallies, a wide variety of sweetlips,
bluespot coral groupers and hawksbill
turtles are also found in the area.

Black'coralip
¥

n KO TORINLA

Location: Northeast side of Ko
Torinla

Depth: 0-60ft (0-18m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

£09

On the northeast side, Ko Torinla is a
popular dive spot with moorings and a
nice beach. The site isn't that deep, with
a slope going down to a sandy sea floor
in only about 60ft of water. Keep an eye
out for stingrays, resting leopard sharks
and whitetips.

The coral along the slope is home
to many fish species and there are at-
tractive little gardens and outcroppings
with gorgonian sea fans, plating and big
Medusa-like coral heads. Look around
some of these sanctuaries for sea tur-
tles, clouds of baitfish and spotted
groupers.

Bumphead parrotfish have been seen
grazing in the area. If you are doing a
morning dive, you may see a group of
them as they like to sleep in a school
at night and then clean early before
spreading out to eat during the height
of the day. Check for crinoids and their
accompanying squat lobsters and
shrimp in the shallower staghorn coral
gardens.

Whale shark aﬁ;:ears in blue water to greet snorkelers

/
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Three-spot'damsels hide in the
polyps of a green tubastrea coral

H SWIFT PASSAGE

Location: Southeast end of Ko Surin
Tai

Depth: 40-90ft (12-27m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

£09

Just float along at your desired depth
and let the current do the work on this
drift dive between the islands of Ko Surin
Tai and Ko Torinla. You'll see schools of
batfish, silvery jacks and feeding mack-
erel, and possibly whitetip and blacktip
reef sharks.

Sea turtles really seem to like this site,
with hawksbills seen on a regular basis.
You can also slow down and hide be-
hind the shelter of hard corals to watch
the action in the blue. Schooling fusi-
liers and jacks can be seen in the open
water.

SURIN SOUTH POINT

Location: South end of Ko Surin Tai
Depth: 6-60ft (2-18m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

€09

Surin South Point is located at the end
of the Turtle Ledges dive site, but the
terrain and marine life is very different
from the northern site. This area has
some big boulder clusters with a rubble
or sandy bottom and makes for a good
site on which to take your time to look
around at the good variety of creatures.
The sand is home to blue spotted sting-
rays hunting for food, whip rays, (pos-
sibly buried in the sand) and ribbon eels
in all phases (black, yellow and blue).
Robust ghost pipefish may also mimic
a piece of grass debris along the sandy
bottom, and ornate ghost pipefish like

this site as well. Jawfish, some with eggs
aerating in their mouths, can be seen
poking up from sandy holes, while man-
tis shrimp roam the sea floor and both
the smashing and the slashing mantis
shrimps are present.

L
A sea cucumber
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Look on the corals for spindle cowries
and tiger cowries. Spiny lobsters like the
rock undercuts and coral shelters.

Schooling fish include groups of eight
to 15 blubberlip sweetlips and school-
ing jacks and snappers. This site can be
currenty at times, which increases the
schooling fish activity and sometimes
draws in manta rays and even whale
sharks. This can be an exciting dive site,
so expect a bit of everything.

n TURTLE LEDGES

Location: East side of Ko Surin Tai
Depth: 0-80ft (0-24m)

Access: Live aboard

Expertise Rating: Intermediate

0&£0S

Turtles Ledges is also a very good
Surin area dive. The excellent fish diver-
sity and easy diving conditions make it a
photographer’s delight. The reasonably
long reef starts very near the surface
and slopes down gently to around 80ft,
making for a nice, easy multi-level dive
looking at different habitats as you start
deep and move up.

Fish here include the beautiful yel-
low-mask angelfish and the seldom
seen barramundi cod. Also look around
for the juvenile of these fish as they are
quite pretty with flowing fins. Juvenile
pinnate batfish can also be sighted,
usually sheltered deep in the branch-
ing corals.

Hawksbill turtle sightings have given
the site its name; they munch on algae
and hydroids here or rest on the coral
shelters. Please do not try to grab or ride
a sea turtle. As they are air breathers,
this stresses them and can even cause
them to drown. If you approach a rest-
ing or grazing turtle slowly and low to
the reef, you may be able watch them
and swim with them for a long time as
they are normally quite curious.
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