
By scott Johnson

A	dive	holiday	in	the	Republic	of	
Maldives	is	like	staging	your	own	
version	of	“Lifestyles	of	the	Rich	and	
Famous.”	The	natural	settings	and	
idyllic	private	island	resorts	offer	
lavish	getaways	that	are	beyond	
mere	decadence.	Pampered	cycles	of	
diving,	eating	and	relaxing	allow	you	
to	indulge	personal	passions,	while	
making	it	easy	to	forget	the	hectic	
pace	of	modern	life
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opposite page:� Soft corals grow lush in the idyllic waters of the  
archipelagic nation known as Maldives 
this page, from top:� Maldives Aggressor at sail | My own secluded 
beach at the Four Seasons Resort at Landaa Giraavaru is replicated 
throughout the archipelago finishing off a nika fig and posing

the Maldives comprises	26	geographical	atolls	that	collectively	
resemble	a	jewelled	necklace	and	are	situated	slightly	above	the	
equator	in	the	Indian	Ocean.	These	atolls	protect	almost	2,000	
islands,	only	200	of	which	are	inhabited.	In	terms	of	area,	99	percent	
of	the	republic	is	ocean	and	only	300	square	kilometres	(186	square	
miles)	are	above	the	water’s	surface.	It’s	the	perfect	geography	for	
scuba	divers.
Marco	Polo	called	the	Maldives	the	“Flower	of	the	Indies.”	Mr.	Polo	

obviously	had	fine	taste,	but	he	never	had	the	privilege	of	seeing	these	
atolls	from	above.	Low-flying	seaplanes	provide	perfect	vantage	points	
for	soaking	in	the	brilliant	white	sand	beaches,	statuesque	palm	trees	
and	exquisite	shades	of	blue,	from	the	dark	and	deep	to	the	turquoise	
shallows	outlining	the	atolls.	The	scenery	is	absolutely	breathtaking.			

SeCLUDeD SeDUCTIOn
My	own	“Rich	and	Shameless”	episode	features	a	stay	at	the	Four	
Seasons	Resort	at	Landaa	Giraavaru	and	charters	on	the	Four	Season’s	
Maldives	Explorer	and	Maldives	Aggressor.	This	combination	of	
land-based	resort	and	live-aboard	charter	is	the	perfect	way	to	both	
explore	and	soak	in	the	enchanting	surroundings.	Impeccable	service	
is	the	norm.	To	be	candid,	this	unrelenting	effort	to	appease	and	even	
anticipate	my	every	need	has	left	me	a	bit	paranoid.	I	keep	waiting	for	
a	hand	to	materialise	whenever	I	need	to	wipe	my	nose	or	other	less	
visible	body	parts.
The	Maldivian	underwater	world	is	even	more	rich	and	extravagant	

than	any	terrestrial	man-made	setting.	More	than	1,000	species	of	fish	
and	200	species	of	coral	are	present.	Currents	carry	you	along	healthy	
reefs	adorned	in	hard	and	soft	corals.	Brightly	coloured	anthias	dart	
among	coral	heads,	while	large	schools	of	bluestripe	snapper	and	neon	
fusiliers	move	in	unison	as	they	cling	to	or	sweep	over	the	reef.	Yes,	
currents	dictate	the	location,	direction,	pace,	difficulty	and	even	the	
excitement	of	the	dives.	

MAnTASTIC
Manta	Rays	(Manta alfredi	and	Manta birostris)	are	the	signature	
marine	animal	in	the	Maldives.	About	the	only	way	to	spend	a	week	
diving	here	and	miss	them	is	to	dive	exclusively	in	your	hotel’s	swim-
ming	pool	or	keep	your	eyes	closed	at	all	times.	Lankan,	or	Manta	
Point,	off	North	Malé	Atoll	offers	one	of	the	many	shallow-water	
manta	ray	cleaning	stations	scattered	throughout	the	archipelago.	
Prior	to	the	dive,	guests	are	instructed	to	find	a	spot	just	below	the	
top	of	the	small	reef	so	as	not	to	obstruct	the	manta’s	movements.	I	
watch	17	large	mantas	sweep	over	divers’	heads	and	take	turns	being	
cleaned.	The	rays’	movements	seem	to	be	perfectly	choreographed	
as	they	dance	through	the	confined	area	but	never	touch.	We	are	in	
awe	at	the	performance.	The	mantas	were	there	when	we	arrived	and	
remain	even	as	our	time	below	the	waves	runs	out.	We	keep	watching	
even	until	the	final	moments	of	our	safety	stops.		

39



this page, from top:� Maldivian anemonefish (Amphiprion nigripes) 
cradled in  a magnificent anemone (Heteractis magnifica) at Maaya 
Thila, North Ari |  Malé coral cardinalfish (Apogon properupta) incu-
bating eggs in its mouth in Hanifaru Bay, Baa Atoll
opposite page, from top:� Manta rays (Manta alfredi) rotating through 
a cleaning station at Lankan, North Malé | A clown triggerfish 
(Balistoides conspicillum) amid a swarm of Maldives lyretail anthias 
(Pseudanthias squamipinnis) at Maaya Thila, North Ari

The	colour,	variety	and	action	on	even	these	easy	dives	can	be	a	
bit	overwhelming	if	you	take	the	time	to	soak	in	the	entirety	of	your	
surroundings.	For	example,	I	made	three	consecutive	dives	on	another	
manta	ray	cleaning	station	located	in	Hanifaru	Bay,	Baa	Atoll.	On	the	
first	dive,	I	photographed	four	majestic	rays	that	repeatedly	circled	
the	site	as	they	were	cleaned	by	industrious	bluestreak	cleaner	wrasse	
(Labroides dimidiatus).	On	my	second	tank	I	framed	an	exquisite,	
white	leaf	scorpionfish	(Taenianotus triacanthus)	as	it	yawned	and	
seemed	to	proudly	pose.	The	third	dive	yielded	shots	of	a	male	coral	
cardinalfish	(Apogon properupta)	incubating	eggs	in	its	mouth.	The	
manta	ray,	leaf	scorpionfish	and	coral	cardinalfish	were	often	within	
six	metres	(20	feet)	of	one	another	throughout	the	day.	I	needed	three	
dives	and	three	alternative	perspectives	on	this	tiny	site	to	even	begin	
to	appreciate	some	of	the	wonderful	treasures	it	had	to	offer.	
I	spend	a	week	at	Hanifaru	Bay	working	from	Guy	Stevens’	

research	dhoni.	Guy,	a	marine	biologist	whose	work	is	supported	by	
the	Save	Our	Seas	Foundation	and	the	Four	Seasons	Resort	at	Landaa	
Giraavaru,	is	the	founder	of	both	the	Maldivian	Manta	Ray	Project	
and	Manta	Trust.	His	passion	for	the	mantas,	for	Hanifaru	and	for	
marine	conservation	is	clearly	evident.	Guy	endures	long	days	with	his	
research	assistants	identifying	and	tracking	the	elegant	rays,	as	well	as	
studying	their	behaviour	from	the	surface	and	underwater.	
Hanifaru	is	about	the	size	of	a	football	field,	but	Guy	faithfully	

monitors	it	during	the	Hulhangu	monsoon	season	for	a	much		
different	kind	of	spectacle.	When	the	conditions	are	right,	a	veritable	
buffet	of	plankton	flows	into	the	bay	and	gets	trapped.	This	causes	
some	unknown	dinner	bell	to	ring	and	prompts	hungry	mantas	to	
arrive	en	masse.	Guy	has	frequently	spotted	as	many	as	200	mantas	
and	multiple	whale	sharks	(Rhincodon typus)	with	their	maws	agape,	
all	feeding	on	the	plankton	at	the	same	time.	I	give	Guy	a	You gotta 
be kidding me! look	as	I	simply	cannot	fathom	how	any	water	could	
be	left	in	the	bay	with	so	many	large	animals	packed	inside	it.	I	
eventually	conclude	he	is	not	pulling	my	fin	as	I	dive	the	area	and	spot	
numerous	mantas.	It	is	said	that	only	South	Africa’s	Sardine	Run	can	
rival	the	awe-inspiring	feeding	aggregation	of	Hanifaru.		

PROTeCTIng PARADISe
Despite	the	incredible	number	of	animals	that	visit	Hanifaru,		
snorkellers	and	divers	now	regularly	outnumber	the	marine	animals	
and	have	become	a	threat	to	one	another,	as	well	as	the	hungry		
creatures.	I	personally	witnessed	divers	being	dropped	on	other		
divers	and	snorkellers.	Boats	sped	through	the	human	mass	and	I	
was	amazed	no	one	was	seriously	injured.	It	has	become	clear	that	
the	fame	of	the	Hanifaru	Bay	plankton	party	may	ultimately	lead	to	
its	demise	if	protective	legislation	is	not	implemented	and	vigilantly	
enforced.	Fortunately,	a	solution	is	already	in	the	works.
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Guy,	and	the	rest	of	the	Baa	Atoll	community,	have	finally	worked	
out	a	management	plan	for	Hanifaru	Bay	with	members	of	the	
Ministry	of	Housing	and	Environment.	The	Management	Plan	for	
Hanifaru	Marine	Protected	Area	will	be	part	of	the	Atoll	Ecosystem	
Conservation	Project	and	implemented	over	two	years.	It	will	eliminate	
scuba	diving	in	the	bay	after	2011,	limit	the	number	of	snorkellers	and	
provide	funding	for	the	ongoing	conservation	efforts.				
The	Marine	Discovery	Center	at	the	Four	Seasons	Resort	at	Landaa	

Giraavaru	is	at	the	forefront	of	numerous	critical	conservation	efforts.	
In	response	to	a	1998	mass	coral	bleaching	event	that	killed	90	per-
cent	of	the	coral	above	15	metres	(45	feet),	it	launched	a	coral		
propagation	project	with	Reefscapers	that	has	transplanted	almost	
70,000	coral	fragments	since	2005,	with	a	survival	rate	of	80	percent.	
The	primary	goal	of	this	project	is	to	develop	heartier	strains	of	coral	
that	are	more	resistant	to	prolonged	water	temperature	spikes.	Healthy	
reefs	play	vital	roles	in	sustaining	the	marine	life,	fuelling	the	growing	
tourism	industry	and	protecting	the	Maldivian	flat	islands	from	high	
waves	that	could	decimate	the	nation.	

No	nation	is	more	threatened	by	global	warming	than	the		
Maldives.	It	is	the	lowest	country	on	Earth	with	an	average	ground	
level	of	only	1.5	metres	(5	feet).	Scientists	have	predicted	rising	ocean	
levels	may	make	the	Maldives	uninhabitable	by	2100.	The	nation’s	
current	president,	Mohamed	Nasheed,	held	the	world’s	first	under-	
water	cabinet	meeting	on	October	17,	2009	to	sign	a	resolution	
entitled	“SOS	from	the	Frontline”,	calling	for	global	cuts	in	carbon	
emissions.	The	document	was	presented	at	the	Climate	Summit	in	Co-
penhagen,	Denmark	two	months	later.	The	President	is	committed	to	
making	the	Maldives	the	first	carbon	neutral	country	by	2020,	setting	
a	powerful	example	for	the	rest	of	the	world	to	follow.		
It	seems	fitting	that	such	an	active	environmental	sentiment	

is	thriving	in	a	nation	of	such	astounding	natural	beauty.	And	
although	one	can	only	explore	a	fraction	of	the	Maldives’		
expansive	territory	during	a	single	visit,	be	sure	to	take	the		
opportunity	to	stop,	relax	and	smell	the	“Flower	of	the	Indies”.	
Indulge	yourself	in	the	“Luxury	Isles”,	a	trip	that	is,	for	many,	a	once-
in-a-lifetime	foray	into	extravagance.	sdaa
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PACK YOUR BAgS
Singapore	Airlines,	Malaysian	Airlines,	British	
Airways,	Emirates	and	Qatar	Airways	offer	direct	
flights	from	such	cities	as	Singapore,	Bangkok	and	
Kuala	Lumpur,	in	addition	to	major	hubs	in	Europe	
and	India.

vISA ReqUIReMenTS
Visas	are	not	required	for	stays	of	30	days	or	less.

CURRenCY
The	Maldivian	Rufiyaa	(MVR).		
12.8	MVR	=	1.00	USD.

WeATHeR
Climate	is	tropical	and	greatly	influenced	by	the	
Iruvai	(“dry”	northeast	monsoon	that	typically	
blows	mid-November	to	April)	and	the	Hulhangu	
(“wet”	southwest	monsoon	that	generally	prevails	
from	May	to	October).	Water	temperatures	are	
consistently	between	26.5°	to	29.5°	Celsius	(80	to	
85°	Fahrenheit).	Air	temperatures	stay	near	30°	
Celsius	(86°	Fahrenheit)	year-round.	

CUSTOMARY
Chests	and	thighs	must	be	covered	in	Malé	and	on	
inhabited,	non-resort	islands.

eLeCTRICITY
220/240	volt	AC	at	50	cycles;	no	standard	socket	
types.	Visitors	are	advised	to	bring	adapters.

ALCOHOL
The	Maldives	is	definitely	not	a	BYOB	destination.	
You	are	not	allowed	to	bring	alcoholic	drinks	
into	the	Maldives.	Even	if	you	purchase	Duty	Free	
alcoholic	items	in	the	Singapore	or	Dubai	airports	
en	route	to	the	Malé	International	Airport,	these	
items	will	be	confiscated	upon	arrival	as	bags	are	
X-rayed.	Only	businesses	specialising	in	tourism	
are	allowed	to	import,	store	and/or	serve	alcoholic	
beverages,	including	wine.

DIve WITH
Maldives	Aggressor	(aggressor.com)	and	Four	
Seasons	Maldives	Explorer	(fourseasons.com/
maldivesfse).

STAY WITH
Four	Seasons	Resort	Maldives	at	Landaa	Giraavaru	
(fourseasons.com/maldiveslg)	and	at	Kuda	Huraa	
(fourseasons.com/maldiveskh).
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opposite page, clockwise from top left:� Maldives lyretail anthias 
(Pseudanthias squamipinnis) swimming over hard corals at Radhdhig-
gaa Thila, South Ari | A honeycomb moray (Gymnothorax favagineus) 
and giant morays (Gymnothorax javanicus) sharing a den at Banana 
Reef, North Malé | Exquisite leaf scorpionfish (Taenianotus  
triacanthus) in Hanifaru Bay, Baa Atoll | Inquisitive longnose hawkfish 
(Oxycirrhites typus) at Vaadhoo Thila, Raa Atoll


