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tell you about some of the wonderful creatures you will see (and the
few scary ones to avoid!). We recommend places to stay, from inex-
pensive B&Bs to glamorous Great Barrier Reef island resorts. And
recognizing that even die-hard snorkelers and divers want to take a
break from the water once in a while, we cover the best stuff to do
on dry land, such as four-wheel-drive safaris into a World Her-
itage–listed rainforest or visiting a turtle rookery.

The Great Barrier Reef, which is made up of approximately 2,900
individual reefs, is enclosed within the World Heritage–listed Great
Barrier Reef Marine Park. There are three kinds of reef on the
Great Barrier Reef—fringe, ribbon, and platform. Fringe reef grows
along the mainland and island shores. Ribbon reefs are long, thin
“streamers,” found only north of Cairns. Divers love these for the
amazing variety of life found on the long continuous reef walls.
Platform reefs, or patch reefs, are splotches of coral that emerge off
the continental shelf all along the Queensland coast. Platform reefs,
some of which are more than 130m (427 ft.) tall—taller than the
pyramids in Egypt—are by far the most common kind of reef.
There are nearly 1,000 islands in the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park. The islands are either “continental,” meaning they are part of
the Australian landmass, or “cays,” which are piles of crushed dead
coral and sand amassed over time by water action, sometimes vege-
tated with scrubby trees or rainforest. Cays are surrounded with sen-
sational coral and fish life, whereas the coral around continental
islands ranges from terrific to nonexistent. There are 618 continen-
tal islands and 300 cays in the marine park.

To see the Reef, you can snorkel it, fish it (recreational fishing is
permitted in most zones), fly over it, sail in it, and dive it. Most of
the Reef lies an average of 65km (40 miles) off the coast, though iso-
lated patch reefs and island-fringing reefs lie closer to the mainland.

C H A P T E R  1 . A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F4

The Sex Life of Coral
Never underestimate the effect of a full moon! For coral it sets
the mood about once a year, between the third and sixth
nights after the November full moon. At this time, coral
polyps produce sperm and eggs that get released into the
water, creating a “soup” where they meet, float away, and
settle to create a new piece of coral. The process is called
“coral spawning,” and dive boats conduct nighttime trips to
see it happen.

Fun Fact
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Whether you snorkel or dive, you will see green and purple clams,
pink sponges, red starfish, purple sea urchins, and myriad fish rang-
ing in color from electric blue to neon yellow. You’ll see richly col-
ored nudibranchs (they’re sort of like shellfish without the shell),
Christmas tree worms, giant clams, and Spanish dancers (little flat-
worms that swim by waving their frilly “wings” that look like a fla-
menco dancer’s skirt). At many reefs, you can pat and hand-feed big,
friendly Maori wrasse (you may know these as “Napoleon fish”).
You may see harmless reef sharks, giant manta rays (most common
Nov–Apr), and big green loggerhead or hawksbill sea turtles. Divers
will see moray eels, and often grouper hiding under rocks, and big-
ger fish such as barracuda, tuna, and the occasional whale or ham-
merhead shark. En route to the Reef, you may see dolphins and,
more rarely, dugongs (also called sea cows) from the boat. Between

A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F 5

Back to School: Reef Teach

What can a crazy Irishman tell us about the Great Barrier
Reef? Lots, if he’s enthusiastic marine biologist and scuba
diver Paddy Colwell. Paddy conducts a wonderfully enter-
taining Reef briefing and slide-show presentation in
Cairns called Reef Teach (& 07/4031 7794). Paddy tells
you everything you need to know about the Reef before
you visit it, from how coral grows, to some of the danger-
ous critters to avoid, to some simple but “must-have” tips
on how to take successful underwater photos. Presenta-
tions take place Monday through Saturday, starting at
6:15pm in a large “classroom” at 14 Spence St. (at Abbott
St.), Cairns. The session ends around 8:30pm. The cost is
A$13 (US$10) for adults and A$7 (US$5.60) for children
under 14.

By day, Paddy does what he loves most—diving—and
you can join him. He is a dive instructor qualified in all four
major scuba systems: PADI, NAUI, SSI, and BSAC. He goes
out on whatever dive boat takes his fancy most days, tak-
ing along customers who want to soak up his knowledge
and use him as what amounts to a free dive guide. Ring
him a day or two before your Reef trip and see what boat
he’s planning to dive from, then contact the boat and
book a place.
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July and September it’s common to spot humpback whales; occa-
sionally snorkelers and divers encounter them underwater, and
divers even hear them singing sometimes. Divers may see dwarf
minke whales around the ribbon reefs and the Whitsunday Islands
in June and July.

Water temperature on the Great Barrier Reef rarely drops below
66°F (19°C) in the midwinter month of July, and can get to 82°F
(28°C) or even higher in high summer in February. The norm is
around 73° to 79°F (23°–26°C). A low tide and a sunny day are
what you’re hoping for when you snorkel. Choppy water and strong
currents can make snorkeling more difficult. After rain, the water
silts up slightly with runoff from the mainland, although visibility
will still be good. On a neap (extra-low) tide, the outgoing water
rushes off the Reef, creating a waterfall effect.

1 The Regions in Brief: Choosing a Gateway 
to the Reef

Lots of visitors to Australia believe that Cairns is the best place from
which to access the Reef. Not so. Cairns is a fine place from which
to see it, but the quality of the coral is just as good off any town
down the Queensland coast, so don’t worry too much about which
part of the Reef is “best.” The outer Reef is pretty much equidistant
from any point along the coast—about 90 minutes by motorized
catamaran. It is closest at Mission Beach (an hour away) and farthest
away at Townsville and Bundaberg (more like 21⁄2 hr. away).

The main gateways, taken north to south, are Port Douglas,
Cairns, Mission Beach, Townsville, the Whitsunday Islands, Rock-
hampton, and Bundaberg. Heron Island off Gladstone is on the
Reef itself.

PORT DOUGLAS
The picturesque rainforest fishing town of Port Douglas has plenti-
ful reefs offshore, which most boats take about 90 minutes to reach.
It’s a 30-minute motorized boat trip or a 1-hour to 90-minute sail
from Port Douglas to the Low Isles, two pretty, uninhabited sandy
cays surrounded by coral and fish you can snorkel over. “Port,” as
the locals call it, has only about a dozen or so dive and snorkel boats,
but the choice is big enough and the standard of boats is high. Only
one live-aboard diving vessel makes trips from Port; most live-
aboard boats depart from Cairns.

Port is about an hour’s drive north of Cairns, and many Cairns-
based tour operators will pick you up here, usually for an extra A$10

C H A P T E R  1 . A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F6
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(US$8) or A$20 (US$16). Port has more charm and better restau-
rants than Cairns, a lovely beach, and a championship golf course.
It’s also the gateway to the Daintree Rainforest. See chapter 4.

CAIRNS
Several large catamarans, a few sailing vessels, and many small dive
boats make day trips from Cairns to the reefs offshore. Most live-
aboard dive boats running trips to the Great Barrier Reef (and to the
diving beyond the Reef in the Coral Sea) depart from Cairns.
Lizard Island, 240km (149 miles) to the north, and Green Island,
27km (17 miles) to the east, have some of the best snorkeling to be
found anywhere on the Reef. Lizard Island is the only place from
which you can make a diving day trip to renowned Cod Hole .
Fitzroy Island, 35km (22 miles) east, is not a top snorkel spot, but
has some good diving. Cairns lacks the palm-tree-studded charm of
Port Douglas, but the airport is here and the city has a wide choice
of Reef cruises, land-based tours, and accommodations. This is also
where most dive schools are. You can explore the rainforest town of
Kuranda on a day trip. See chapter 3 for complete coverage.

MISSION BEACH
This collection of jungle hamlets hidden along pristine white
beaches is really a place you come to escape the tourist hordes, not
a prime Reef destination. Nonetheless, from Mission Beach or
neighboring Dunk and Bedarra island resorts just offshore, you can
visit Beaver Cay on the Great Barrier Reef on a day trip. Mission
Beach is a nice spot for snorkelers, but divers should probably con-
sider other destinations. No live-aboard vessels operate out of Mis-
sion Beach.

TOWNSVILLE
Although Townsville is one of the points farthest from the Great
Barrier Reef, don’t dismiss it out of hand. It offers Australia’s best
wreck dive, the SS Yongala , and its reefs, although distant, offer
good diving, often on big drop-offs with fish to match. Diving in
these waters is generally for the more experienced scuba diver,
although snorkelers and novice divers will find plenty to suit them
in the shallow reefs around Magnetic Island, an inexpensive resort
island just 8km (5 miles) offshore. The city has a commercial diving
school that teaches a huge range of specialty diving skills.

The city is home to the headquarters of the Great Barrier Reef
Marine Park Authority, whose premises, Reef HQ, are well worth a
visit. Townsville is a modern, unprepossessing place without the

C H A P T E R  1 . A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F8
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tropical appeal, endless tours, and pretty beaches of Cairns and Port
Douglas. See chapter 5 for complete coverage.

THE WHITSUNDAY ISLANDS
The beautiful Whitsundays are just as good a steppingstone to the
outer Great Barrier Reef as Cairns. Some people even think they’re
better, because while the outer Reef is about the same distance from
the mainland here as it is at Cairns, most of the islands also have
some additional fringing reef around their shores. There are also
good reefs between the islands you can visit on boat trips. A small
range of good dive schools, live-aboard boats, and snorkel/dive day
trips operate from both the mainland and the region’s popular island
resorts. The Whitsundays are also prime sailing territory. You can
snorkel and make dives on many crewed sailing vacations. The Whit-
sundays are far enough south to miss the worst of the hot, humid wet
season suffered by Cairns, Port Douglas, and Townsville between
November and March. See chapter 6 for complete coverage.

THE CENTRAL & SOUTHERN REEF ISLANDS
The Great Barrier Reef in this region attracts far fewer visitors than
North Queensland. This is due more to the area’s lack of tourism
infrastructure than to a lack of reefs. That said, the region is home
to the brightest stars in the Great Barrier Reef firmament, Heron
Island, a coral cay surrounded by acres of coral and home to some
of the Reef ’s top dive sites, and nearby Wilson Island. From Rock-
hampton to the north, you can visit Great Keppel Island, where
snorkel and diving trips around the island’s fringing reefs are geared
toward beginner divers. Snorkelers and experienced divers will enjoy

T H E  R E G I O N S  I N  B R I E F 9

Beware of the Stingers
North of Gladstone, deadly box jellyfish known as “stingers”
put a stop to all swimming on the mainland in summer from
October to May. Never swim in unprotected seas at that time.
Most popular beaches have net enclosures for safe swimming.
If you love swimming, you don’t want to swim in nets, and
you’re visiting in stinger season, head to an island or choose a
hotel with a pool. The islands are less likely to be a problem, as
stingers tend to hug the shore, but there are no guarantees!
The tiny Irakandji jellyfish is small enough to slip through some
stinger nets. Ask advice from the locals or the lifesavers on
duty. Some places have “stinger suits” you can hire.

Tips
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taking day trips from the mainland to the many reefs in these parts
that are mostly unexplored by visitors. From Bundaberg in the
south, you can join a snorkel/dive day trip or a live-aboard boat to
explore the excellent and untouched Bunker Group islands and
reefs. This region is home to the southernmost Great Barrier Reef
resort island, Lady Elliot Island, a basic resort whose dive sites are
renowned for good coral and marine life, especially manta rays.

Rockhampton, Gladstone, and Bundaberg are rural towns with
only a handful of attractions to explore. The scenery in these parts
is eucalyptus bushland, not the rainforest vistas you enjoy farther
north.

2 Which Great Barrier Reef Resort Is Right for You?
Choosing the right resort can be a tricky business; the Reef is home
to about 15 major resorts of varying levels of luxury and comfort.
Much will depend on your tastes, budget, and interests—if you
want to dive, you will want a resort with easy access to the reef, or
boats that go to the reef; if not, you may settle for something where
you can get away from it all with a book and a tall drink.

The jewels of the reef are undoubtedly Heron and Wilson islands,
the most southerly islands of the Great Barrier Reef. They are both
right on the reef—just get in the water and you’re there. Superb div-
ing and snorkeling, sea turtles nesting, a range of low-key activities,
and—in Heron’s case—newly renovated accommodations make
these two a “must” in my book. Heron Island is accessed from Glad-
stone in Central Queensland, and Wilson Island from Heron.

In the far north, there are four major island resorts off Cairns.
Lizard and Bedarra are the epitome of luxury, with lodge-style
rooms and villas beloved by the rich and famous. Lizard has excel-
lent coral, but it is limited at Bedarra, where the emphasis is on utter
privacy for no more than 30 people. Green Island is very close to
Cairns and has stylish rooms and good diving. Fitzroy Island Resort
was undergoing a major redevelopment at press time and no details
were available on reopening dates for 2007, but the simple cabins
and bunkhouses will have been upgraded and there will be swish
new accommodations by the time you visit.

From Townsville, you can choose between the “suburban” style of
Magnetic Island, just a stone’s throw from the city and offering a
large range of motels, hotels, apartments, and camping facilities, or
the simple but pricey exclusivity of Orpheus (which can also be
reached by air from Cairns).

C H A P T E R  1 . A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F10
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The Whitsunday Island resorts offer the biggest choice of all,
with access from Airlie Beach on the mainland or through Hamil-
ton Island Airport. Hayman is Australia’s most luxurious resort,
where you may find yourself rubbing shoulders with world leaders
and foreign royalty, but there are plenty of other options if you’re
not in that league. Hamilton Island is popular with families and has
a range of accommodations, including hotel rooms, apartments,
and bures (a South Pacific–style beach dwelling).

There’s limited access to coral from Hamilton, so this is perhaps
not the best choice for serious divers, but there is a huge range of
watersports and other activities. Long Island has three resorts, from
the stylish and comfortable cabins at eco-friendly South Long Island
Nature Wilderness Lodge to the noisy fun of Club Crocodile’s Long
Island Resort and the romantic luxury of Peppers Palm Bay. South
Molle and Dunk islands are popular with families and have activi-
ties for kids, but limited coral viewing. Hook Island has basic cab-
ins and dorm beds and is popular with students.

Off the Capricorn coast, further south, there are two islands to
choose from besides Heron Island. On Great Keppel Island, you will
find a big range of watersports and activities but no trips to the
Outer Reef. Lady Elliot is, like Heron, right on the reef, but has very
basic lodge-style rooms.

All island resorts offer day trips to the Outer Reef, except Great
Keppel. From Orpheus, they are charter-only, and from Long Island
they are by seaplane only, making it a more expensive proposition.

3 Picking a Boat: Day-Trip or Live-Aboard,
Big or Small?

An almost endless variety of day-trip dive boats and live-aboard ves-
sels ply the Reef.

You will experience the Reef ’s wonders in full if you take a day
trip from the mainland or from an island resort. Extended dive or
snorkel trips on live-aboard vessels allow you to see more in quan-
tity, but not necessarily more in quality. True, you need to travel on
a live-aboard boat to access some sites, such as the wonderful Rib-
bon Reefs off Port Douglas/Cairns, the shark diving and dramatic
drop-offs of the Coral Sea, and renowned Cod Hole off Lizard
Island north of Cairns (though Cod Hole is accessible on a day trip
if you stay at Lizard Island’s very expensive resort). But a day trip
will do you fine, whether you dive or snorkel.

P I C K I N G  A  B O AT 11
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Most snorkelers and many divers visit the Reef by taking a full-
day trip on one of the big, 400-plus-passenger motorized catama-
rans that operate out of Cairns, Port Douglas, Townsville, Mission
Beach, the Whitsunday mainland and islands, and Bundaberg.
These are typically air-conditioned and have a bar, videos, and edu-
cational material onboard, and a marine biologist who gives an
introductory lecture on the Reef en route. The boats tie up at pri-
vate permanent pontoons anchored to a platform reef. The pon-
toons usually have glass-bottom boats and/or semisubmersibles, dry
underwater viewing platforms, sun decks, shaded seats, and (some-
times cold) freshwater showers. Four hundred passengers may sound
like a lot, but the big boats actually offer a fairly personalized expe-
rience. Most people enjoy the big boats because they are more spa-
cious and comfortable, and you can relax on the pontoon between
activities.

An alternative to the “big” boats are the multitude of medium-
size and smaller boats that take anywhere from around 30 to 100
passengers. Midsize and smaller boats visit two or three Reef sites.
Another advantage is that the crew gives you more personal atten-
tion, and you have the coral pretty much to yourself. The draw-
backs? You have only the deck of the boat to sit on when you get out
of the water. Boats of this size are pretty zippy, just about matching
the big boats for speed. Small or medium-size boats operate from
Port Douglas, Cairns, and the Whitsunday Islands.

If you’re not agile, it’s best to take a medium-size or large vessel.
Most small boats and yachts do not have a lot of seating, and are
more difficult to move around on. Often smaller boats and yachts
have only a string of marine cable serving as a guardrail, so they’re
not ideal for little kids.

If you only have 1 day to spend on the Reef, or if you have your
heart set on a particular boat, book ahead, as it is possible for a boat
to get booked up days in advance. If you don’t really mind which
vessel you travel with, leave it until you get to Australia. There are
so many boats that you can always find a place on one, even in peak
season. If you stroll along the marina after about 5pm, when the
boats return for the day, you can choose the one you like the best.
Live-aboard vacations should always be booked in advance.

Snorkelers are often welcome to travel on live-aboard dive boats
at a reduced price. This is a good option if you’re traveling with a
friend who dives, but you don’t. Check the itinerary and the boat’s
facilities to make sure the dive sites are snorkelable (they usually are)
and that the boat is pleasant enough for you to spend time on while

C H A P T E R  1 . A U S T R A L I A’ S  G R E AT  B A R R I E R  R E E F12
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your buddy dives. Some live-aboard boats are built for super-keen
divers who care only about what’s under the water, not whether
there is a deck for sunbathing or comfortable cabins.

Every boat, big or small, goes to its own area of reef, many miles
apart, so you will not encounter passengers from any other vessel.
Sure, you encounter the other snorkelers from your own vessel, but
the snorkeling area is usually so big you won’t feel crowded.

DAY TRIPS TO THE REEF
The fare for most day trips typically includes your snorkel gear—
fins, mask, and snorkel—a plentiful buffet lunch, morning and
afternoon refreshments, and, on the big boats that have pontoons,
free use of the underwater viewing chambers, glass-bottom-boat
rides, and/or semisubmersible rides. On most boats, a marine natu-
ralist or marine biologist presents a short talk on the Reef ’s ecology.
Aussie boat crews are almost unfailingly good-humored and
extremely safety-conscious. Typically, about 20% to 30% of passen-
gers are divers, and the rest are snorkelers. Many people enjoy their
day on the Reef so much that they book a second trip a day or two
later, often aboard the same vessel. Note: Almost no boats travel to
the Reef on Christmas Day, December 25; Fantasea Cruises in the
Whitsunday Islands is one that does.

Expect to pay around A$90 to A$100 (US$72–US$80) per person
in a small 30-passenger boat, A$110 to A$140 (US$88–US$112) on
a medium-size 100-passenger boat, or A$175 (US$140) on a big 300-
passenger motorized cat. Introductory and certified dives cost extra.
Expect to pay between A$65 to A$125 (US$52–US$100) for an
introductory dive or around A$70 (US$56) for a certified dive. Some-
times dives are included in a day package, which can be a good value.
Some boats charge A$5 to A$11 (US$4–US$8.80) extra for a half-
wet suit, which you will probably want June through August in the
Whitsundays north to Port Douglas, and April through September in

P I C K I N G  A  B O AT 13

Contacts or Glasses?
Contact lenses are fine to wear under your mask when snor-
keling or diving, although there is a small risk you will lose
them in the water. If you wear glasses, travel with a boat that
offers prescription masks; most do. Some charge an extra A$5
to A$10 (US$4–US$8) for them. If you have small children,
check that your chosen boat carries kid-size snorkel gear.

Tips
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the Central and Southern Reef areas. Take one if you’re inclined to feel
the cold at all. A wet suit is a good idea even in summer, as it aids your
buoyancy and helps protect you from sunburn, coral cuts, and stings
from animals and plants.

If your cruise offers a snorkel safari , take it! These small group
expeditions led by a marine biologist show you stuff you would
never find on your own. They are worth the extra cost of A$20
(US$16) or so. Quite a few boats offer free snorkel safaris.

Helicopter and/or seaplane flights to the Reef are available from
Port Douglas, Cairns, and the Whitsundays, sometimes as a
fly/cruise option incorporated with a boat’s day trip. Cheap they’re
not, but they offer spectacular views of the coral and are good if you
know you’re going to get seasick on a boat or if you’re really short
on time.

On a day trip, bring a hat, sunscreen, a swimsuit (called “swim-
mers” or “bathers” in Australia), sunglasses, a towel, a change of
underwear so you’re not sitting in a wet swimsuit all the way home,
a sweater (even in summer because it can get breezy on deck), and
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The Reef Tax
Every passenger over 4 years of age must pay a A$4.50
(US$3.60) Environmental Management Charge (EMC), com-
monly called “reef tax,” on every visit to the Great Barrier
Reef with a commercial boat or dive operator. This money
goes toward Reef management and conservation. Some oper-
ators include it in their prices; most collect it from you
onboard.

The tax is a daily charge, so you will pay it again if you take
a second day trip to the Reef. Divers and snorkelers on
extended trips of more than 3 days pay a maximum reef tax
of A$12 (US$9.60). You may find the cost varies with each tour
operator, sometimes being as high as A$6 (US$4.80). This is
because some operators add GST (Goods & Services Tax
payable to the government) and an administration fee to the
base A$4.50.

Over the past year or so, as global oil prices have risen, it
has also become common for cruise operators and dive char-
ters to impose a “fuel levy” of anywhere between A$5 and
A$25 (US$4–US$20) on top of their prices. This is usually col-
lected onboard.
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cash or a credit card for purchasing dives, disposable underwater
cameras, possibly a video of your day, chocolate bars, and so on.

A day trip to the Reef offers you a great opportunity to go diving 
—even if you’ve never dived before. Just about all day-trip and live-
aboard boats offer introductory dives for around A$65 to A$125
(US$52–US$100). These allow anyone to dive to a shallow depth,
usually between 6 and 12m (20–39 ft.) in the company of an instruc-
tor. You complete a medical questionnaire and a 30-minute briefing
session on the boat. Then you make a quick practical lesson in shallow
water or just under the surface, doing mask-clearing and regulator-
clearing exercises. Then it’s time for a 20- to 40-minute foray into a
magical underwater world. Most people are thrilled but terrified on
their first dive, so the instructor usually keeps in physical contact with
you, by either holding your hand or swimming directly above or below
you until you feel ready to break loose. They will never stray more than
a short distance from your side. Introductory dives are also called
“resort” dives because many resorts offer a similar thing, giving you a
couple of hours’ instruction in the resort pool before taking you to a
nearby reef to dive.

A MULTI-DAY CRUISE ALONG THE REEF
The 150-passenger MV Reef Endeavour makes 3- and 4-night (or
a combined 7-night) forays from Cairns along the Great Barrier
Reef, calling at islands, coral cays, and outer reefs. A 4-day north-
bound itinerary takes you to Green Island, tropical Cooktown, the
coral cays of Two Isles, Lizard Island, and the fabulous Ribbon Reef
No. 5 on the outer reef. A 3-night southbound cruise takes you to
Fitzroy Island with its lush rainforest and prolific bird life, snorkel-
ing and diving on Hedley Reef, up the Hinchinbrook Channel, and
to Dunk Island. Diving is available for certified divers only

P I C K I N G  A  B O AT 15

Feeling Green?
If you are inclined to be seasick, come prepared with medica-
tion or acupressure wristbands. Some boats sell a ginger-based
antiseasickness pill, but it doesn’t always work! Buy medication
from a pharmacy, as boats are not allowed to sell drugs, and
take your medication about 30 minutes before you set sail;
once you’re underway, it’s generally too late. Kwell is the brand
that most often seems to be recommended by Australian phar-
macies, and it is least likely to make you drowsy.

Tips
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(A$90/US$72 for a 40-min. dive), but the reef sites are really cho-
sen more for snorkelers. The ship has a naturalist and dive master
onboard, glass-bottom and dive boats, a sun deck, a pool, two
Jacuzzis, a sauna, a cocktail lounge, and live entertainment. All 75
large cabins—with air-conditioning, telephones, and bathrooms
with hair dryers—are on the outside, with sea views. Fares start at
A$1,200 (US$960) per person, twin-share, for the 3-night trip;
A$1,600 (US$1,280) for 4 nights; or A$2,499 (US$1,999) for the
7-night cruise. An onboard fuel surcharge of A$25 (US$20) per per-
son and the “reef tax” of A$14 (US$11) per person are additional.
The cruise departs weekly, northbound on Mondays and south-
bound on Fridays. Book through Captain Cook Cruises (& 310/
951-8542 in the U.S. and Canada, 01483/222 093 in the U.K.,
4021/631 474 in New Zealand, 1800/804 843 in Australia or 02/
9206 1100 in Sydney; www.captaincook.com.au). There is also an
office in Cairns (& 07/4031 4433) at Shop 17, The Conservatory,
on Abbott Street, which is open Tuesday through Thursday from
9am to 5pm and from 8am Monday and Friday.

4 Tips for Divers & Snorkelers
DIVING THE REEF
A typical day trip will include two dives. Generally you have to make
these in the company of a dive master, but some boats allow you to
dive unguided with a buddy. Mike Ball Dive Expeditions (see chap-
ter 3) allows experienced divers over 21 to make solo dives, assuming
the company thinks your skills and the dive conditions are up to it.
The majority of boats offer videos (for around A$80/US$64) of your
dive, guided dives for about A$30 (US$24) extra, and underwater
camera hire for about A$70 to A$100 (US$56–US$80). Most dive
boats, even the big live-aboard vessels, welcome beginners who want
to take a first-time dive in the company of an instructor. Most dives
are between about 10 and 18m (33–59 ft.).

Virtually all day-trip boats and live-aboard vessels rent complete
sets of dive gear, and most visiting divers choose to rent. However,
every boat will let you bring your own. Tanks and weights are always
supplied. You can expect to save about A$20 (US$16) on quoted
day-trip prices if you have your own gear. Queensland law requires
all divers to dive with a second, alternative air source. American dive
gear is virtually identical to Australian gear, with two main excep-
tions. The first is that Australia works in metric measurements, so
your dive depth is measured in meters. One meter equals 3.28 feet;
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the maximum permitted dive depth of 60 feet for a diver with open-
water certification works out to 18 meters in Australia. The second
major difference between American and Aussie gear is that air pres-
sure is measured in PSI in the United States, and “Bar” in Australia.
A full tank of 3,000 PSI is roughly equivalent to 200 Bar. If you
bring your own gear and you have a European air source, you will
need to purchase a converter. A 3-millimeter (1/4-in.) wet suit is fine
year-round, except on the Central Coast and Southern reefs in win-
ter (June–Aug or Sept), when you will need a 5-millimeter suit.

Don’t forget to bring your “C” certification card. It’s also a good
idea to bring along your dive log. Most international dive certifi-
cates, including PADI, NAUI, SSI, and BSAC, are recognized in
Australia. If you’re over 55 years old, check that your chosen boat is
willing to let you dive. They may not be insured to accept you.

LEARNING TO DIVE
Dive schools are located in most Great Barrier Reef gateways and on
most island resorts.

Beginners’ learn-to-dive courses are known as “open-water certi-
fication”; this qualifies you to dive anywhere in the world to a depth
of 18m (60 ft.). Open-water certification courses typically require 2
days of theory in a pool at the dive company’s premises on land, fol-
lowed by 2 or 3 days diving in the open ocean. A 4-day course usu-
ally includes four dives, the minimum required for certification,
while a 5-day course gets you nine dives including a night dive.
Some dive schools provide the final “at sea” days by making day trips
from the mainland or island; others send you out on their live-
aboard vessels. Take that into account when comparing prices, as
you will need to budget for accommodations and meals on land if
the course is the day-trip variety. Diver training and safety standards
in Australia are of a high standard, and the courses are all fairly sim-
ilar, no matter which dive school you choose. Expect to pay up to
$600 (US$480) for a 5-day course with a live-aboard component.
Budget for your medical certificate (see below), two passport pho-
tographs of yourself, and possibly a refundable deposit for course
textbooks and materials.

Most dive schools offer courses through advanced, rescue, and
dive master, right up to instructor level. Advanced certification qual-
ifies you to dive to 30m (98 ft.) and introduces you to some spe-
cialized areas of diving. Some schools also do short specialty courses
such as “Underwater Naturalist” or “Wreck Diver.” Most schools on
the Great Barrier Reef teach PADI qualifications. Most companies’
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open-water certification courses commence every day, or at least sev-
eral times a week.

Travelers pressed for time can do a referral course, where you
study your theory work at home, do a few hours of pool work at a
dive center in your home country, and then spend 2 or 3 days on
the Great Barrier Reef doing your qualifying dives. Expect the dive
instructor to grill you on your theory again before you hit the water.
Many Great Barrier Reef dive schools offer these courses.

To undertake a dive course in Australia, you’ll need a medical
certificate, which must come from an Australian doctor trained in
hyperbaric medicine, specifically stating that you are fit for scuba
diving. See “Diving & Snorkeling Safety,” below, for conditions that
might preclude you from diving. Virtually all dive schools will
arrange the exam for you; expect to pay around A$50 (US$40) for
it. Remember to allow time to complete the medical before you
commence your course. You also need to be able to swim 200m
(656 ft.). The minimum age for learning to dive is 12, with no max-
imum age limit.

Dive schools appear under the relevant regional chapters.

SNORKELING THE REEF
Don’t think snorkeling is the poor cousin to diving. The coral’s rich
colors need lots of light, so the brightest marine life is right under
the surface. Snorkeling is easy to master. You see most and feel more
comfortable if you look 45 degrees ahead when snorkeling, not
straight down or straight ahead. To keep your mask from filling with
water, keep all of your hair out of it. Fit the mask’s strap high on the
back of your head, not low. Flippers should fit closely, but a little too
big is better than a little too tight. Kick with long, slow movements
from the waist, not from the knees.
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Look But Don’t Touch
Coral is a delicate creature. Soft corals can withstand a caress
from your fingers, but hard corals cannot. Touching the soft lit-
tle polyps that poke out of hard corals’ limestone casing is
enough to kill them, especially if you have sunscreen on your fin-
gers. Try never to stand on coral or to kick it while snorkeling.

The Great Barrier Reef is a Marine Park, and removing coral
(living or dead), shells, or any other natural item is an offense.

Litter and inorganic matter lost or thrown overboard is a
major threat to marine life.
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