
THE ISLANDS OF FIJI:
Diving and Exploring in the Realm of Ni Sa Bula

Fiji is the essence of hospitality, color and adventure.
A land and sea that offer the ideal antidote to the

daily grind of work and draining hectic schedules. The
direct, 11-hour flight from Los Angeles to Nadi, Fiji,
serves as a topside safety stop that initiates a decompres-
sion from the accumulated stress of perpetual to-do lists.
You can almost begin to smell the ocean breeze and feel
the sand beneath your feet well before the plane touches
down. This I know because I have escaped our hurried,
digital society on more than one occasion and found
refuge in the Fijian islands, a remarkable divers’ paradise. 

Historical and Cultural Perspective
About 1,500 miles due north of New Zealand and on

the international date line, the Republic of Fiji encom-
passes 807,783 square miles of the South Pacific Ocean
and includes 332 islands, of which only 111 are inhabited.
These islands are predominantly volcanic in origin,
though many of the smallest members gradually emerged
from the sea as the extended caps of coral reefs. The vol-
canic islands feature mountainous landscapes blanketed
with forests, primarily tropical rain forests and ringed by
white sandy beaches. The coral cays tend to be relatively
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dive geo
Story and photos 
by Scott Johnson

DIVE TRAINING • JUNE 2010  65

6.TRAVEL(62-79)June10.qxd  6/8/10  4:22 PM  Page 65



flat and covered by rock, sand, palm
trees and scrub bushes. Viti Levu and
Vanua Levu, the two largest islands, ac-
count for 94 percent of the 945,000 pop-
ulation and 86 percent of the 11,352
square miles of land.

Fijians are among the friendliest, most
congenial people on the planet to visi-
tors. Ni Sa Bula and Bula Vinaka are two
Fijian expressions for offering a warm
welcome. The words are delivered with
their eyes and smiles, as well as their
tongues. Conversely, their heritage is
scarred by conflict. 

The first settlers were likely Polyne-
sian ancestors who traveled from Papua
New Guinea in 1000 B.C. A massive in-
flux of Melanesians in A.D. 1000 ignited
cultural and agricultural changes as the
newcomers mixed with the indigenous
people. Distinct tribes evolved throughout
the archipelago, each highly skilled in
one or more crafts (pottery, woodwork-
ing, weaving, fishing and farming) that
created ongoing trade opportunities with
neighboring islands. Chiefs, so desig-
nated by heredity and often ruthless, ruled
clans that had dedicated functions within
the tribe. Conflict between the tribes was
common and intense. 

Growth in the trade of sea cucumbers
and discovery of sandalwood caught the
attention of the outside world and
prompted European settlement. Both
Britain and the United States were drawn
into the situation due to the mounting
hostility between tribes and the discom-
fort of the new European workers.
Cakobau, the self-proclaimed King of
Fiji, reluctantly ceded Fiji to Britain in
1874 when impending civil wars threat-
ened to decimate the tribes.

Social unrest was further complicated
when more than 60,000 people from In-
dia were shipped in from 1879 to 1916 to
work sugar cane fields. These Indians,
who were predominantly Hindus, had lit-
tle in common with the Fijians, were not
encouraged to mix and subsequently
stayed to themselves. This separation
continues today. 

Back when swashbuckling pirates
sailed the open seas, Fiji was infamously
known as the Cannibal Isles and enjoyed
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LLooccaattiioonn:: 5,500 miles west 
of Los Angeles.

SSiizzee:: Encompasses 
807,783 square miles of the 
South Pacific Ocean and 
includes 332 islands, of 
which only 111 are inhabited.

PPooppuullaattiioonn:: 945,000.

CCaappiittaall:: Suva on Viti Levu.

GGeettttiinngg  TThheerree:: Air Pacific,
Continental, Air New Zealand 
and Qantas offer service between 
the United States and Fiji.

DDeeppaarrttuurree  TTaaxx//VViissaa:: $30 departure tax
in Fijian currency.Visas are not required
for travelers from most countries.

CCuurrrreennccyy:: Fijian dollar. Major credit
cards are accepted.

DDrriivviinngg:: Rental cars and mopeds are
available. Driving is on the left side of
the road.

EElleeccttrriicciittyy:: 240 volts with outlets that
take three pins, as in Australia and
New Zealand. Some hotels and re-
sorts have universal outlets for 240-
volt or 110-volt appliances, or
110-volt adapters.

LLaanngguuaaggee:: English and Fijian dialects.

CCuussttoommss  aanndd  CCuullttuurree:: Tipping is not
encouraged anywhere in Fiji. Ask your
resort or dive center about contribut-
ing to a “Holiday Fund,” which is dis-
tributed to the resort staff.

TTiimmee:: Fiji is known as “The Crossroads
of the Pacific” because the 180th
meridian passes through the islands.
The time zone throughout the re-
public is 12 hours + GMT.

HHyyppeerrbbaarriicc  CChhaammbbeerr:: Suva.

CClliimmaattee  aanndd  DDrreessss:: Climate is tropi-
cal. Expect 75-90 degrees Fahrenheit
with humidity during the day, 70-78 F
at night. Dress is casual and comfort-
able. Skimpy attire may not be appro-
priate outside hotels and resorts as it
can be offensive to the locals.

FFoorr  MMoorree  IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn::
Fiji Islands Tourism’s official Web site
is www.fijime.com.

FFaaccttss  aanndd  FFiigguurreess
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having visitors for dinner. Times and cir-
cumstances have certainly changed.
Tourism and sugar exports have driven
Fiji’s economy for many years. Villages
off the two main islands continue long-
held traditions and allow life to unfold at
a leisurely, seemingly tranquil pace.

More Than Just Soft Coral
Diving enthusiasts crowned Fiji the

“soft coral capital of the world” years

ago. My own travels have proved the ti-
tle to be accurate. But a “best of” label
can sometimes be a blessing and curse. If
divers think Fiji is synonymous with soft
corals, they may miss out on other un-
derwater adventures.

Fijian diving opportunities differ by is-
land, season, composition and available
services. Basically, your dive vacation
can be tailored to your skill level and
preferences. There are live-aboards, day
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DIVE THE WORLD

DiveAERIS.com

Fiji is the quintessential tropical
paradise, with swaying palm trees,
friendly people and crystal-clear
waters teeming with fish life.
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boats and shore dives. Some sites feature
strong current drift dives and others offer
shallow-water reefs where the fish seem
to swim in slow motion. Fiji also has
wrecks, shark encounters and night dives.
With few exceptions, dives can be made
in buddy teams or, if you prefer, in a
guided group. 

Diving is good year-round since the sea-
sonal changes are relatively mild. The two
recognized seasons for diving are summer

(November-April) and winter (May-Octo-
ber). Average water temperatures during
the summer months are in the range of 80-
85 degrees Fahrenheit, which means divers
are typically comfortable in a tropic-weight
wet suit. The winter yields average water
temperatures of 75-80 F, when anything
from a 7-mm to a 3-mm suit is recom-
mended. Summer is also the rainy season,
when hot, humid conditions are more
likely to bring moisture and storms.

Renowned dive sites can be reached
by boat from Kadavu, Taveuni and/or Viti
Levu. Kadavu, a mere 55 miles due south
of Suva, the capital on Viti Levu, is rela-
tively undeveloped and receives fewer
visitors. Just as Kadavu is the fourth-
biggest Fijian island, the Great Astrolabe
Reef, the focus of diving here, is the
world’s fourth-greatest barrier reef. When
I think of Kadavu, I picture manta rays.
Villages on the island have designated an
area frequented by these graceful gentle
giants as a marine reserve to protect
them. While mantas are regularly spotted
swimming above or along a wall at nu-
merous sites, the best way to get close to
them is to find a cleaning station, hide be-
hind a rock and wait for one or more to
pay a visit. 

Taveuni, called the “Garden Island” for
its thick tropical rain forest, is the third-
largest island and only 100 miles north-
east of Viti Levu. Rainbow reef, its
signature location for more than 20 dif-
ferent dive sites, is in the Somosomo
Strait, which runs between Taveuni and
Vanua Levu. These waters are nutrient-
rich and frequented by moderate currents.
This combination yields some of the
most enjoyable drift dives and soft coral
displays in Fiji.

If you want action, you need go no far-
ther than taking a boat from Viti Levu.
Nagali Pass and Beqa Lagoon, in particu-
lar, have given me absolutely electrifying
dives. Gau Island’s Nagali Pass, which is
55 miles east of Suva and visited by live-
aboards from Viti Levu, is a narrow cut in
the surrounding barrier reef that funnels
currents and serves as a passageway for
schooling fish and various pelagics, such
as sharks and rays. This site is best dived
from a skiff because the current can
change in the blink of an eye. You may
enter the outer opening and find the con-
ditions mild, but before you have mean-
dered very far down the channel, the
current can get very swift. It is important
to carry an SMB (surface marker buoy)
in case you are swept out into the blue. 

My wife, Lauren, and I joined a group
on a shark encounter inside Nagali Pass
and quickly learned how dynamic and
unpredictable the passage can be, even

What’s that you say?

AG-5683

For more information, contact 
Divers Alert Network 
6 West Colony Place 
Durham, NC 27705 
Toll Free 1-800-446-2671

www.DiversAlertNetwork.org

* Testimonial given October 2007

DAN is here for you.

*Insurance not included with Membership. Membership and insurance information applies only to DAN America. 
Additional fees apply to add insurance plans. DAN insurance programs administered by DAN Services, Inc. DAN is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.

Kept in stitches

James Volk
DAN Member

A baseball has 216 stitches. Thanks to an 
eel, my hand has 342. I have the use of my 
hand because of those stitches, and I have 
those stitches because of DAN. They were 
definitely there for me.”
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when you think you are fully prepared.
The dive started with almost no current.
We took our time swimming down the
channel. The current, which had gradu-
ally picked up speed along the way, was
ripping by the time we reached the des-
ignated meeting point.

The shark dive program we attended
consisted of classroom instruction in the
dive shop, followed by two dives. I have
spotted blacktip, bull, grey reef, silvertip,

tawny nurse and whitetip reef sharks —
on a single tank of air. Tiger sharks are
also known to make an appearance. Gi-
ant grouper the size of fattened pigs, gi-
ant trevally and giant morays add to the
controlled chaos. 

Tropical Topside
Hotel and resort accommodations in

Fiji run the gamut, from traditional Fi-
jian-style cottages called bures, to mod-

THE NAME SAYS IT ALL

DiveAERIS.com

A village chief prepares for a 
traditional kava ceremony. Kava,
also called yaqona, is a drink made
from a local root. It tastes as 
appealing as dirty dishwater and
leaves the lips and tongue with 
a tingly feeling.
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Fiji is renowned for its colorful
coral reefs and ample fish life.
Here, a diver examines a crinoid
nestled in a giant sea fan coral.
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ern high-rises, with everything in be-
tween. Some resorts cater to adults only,
while others offer a range of family-
friendly activities including kids’ clubs
and baby-sitting services. Whether you’re
honeymooning or hauling the entire fam-
ily, there’s something for everyone.

When you’re not diving, you won’t be
left with nothing to do. Golf, tennis and a
variety of watersports are offered through-
out the islands. Spa packages are available
to help you relax and rejuvenate.

While exploring on foot, keep an eye
out for flying fruit bats and Banded Sea
kraits, which are also known as Banded
Sea snakes. I have encountered these
creatures on numerous dives in the Asia-
Pacific realm, but Fiji is the first place I
have found them on dry land. Though a
krait’s venom is 10 times more toxic than
a rattlesnake’s, its gentle demeanor and
small fangs significantly reduce the risk
of life-threatening bites for divers.

No visit to Fiji would be complete with-
out one or more village tours. Such excur-
sions allow you to observe ritual dances,
and mingle with villagers. A few do/don’t
do points of etiquette: Do remove your hat
when visiting a village, and remove your
shoes when entering a home. Do not touch
anyone on the head. And do bring a gift of
kava when visiting a village. Your guide
will assist you with obtaining and present-
ing your gift, or “sevusevu.”

Kava or Yaqona refers to both the pep-
per tree and drink produced from its
roots. If you can imagine dirty dishwater
that numbs the tip of your nose when you
drink it, you will have virtually sampled
this murky concoction. During a tradi-
tional kava ceremony, a bilo, which is
half a coconut shell, is dipped into the
hand-rinsed mixture and served to each
person according to his or her status. The
chief of the village drinks first and the un-
consumed portion is returned to the bowl.
From here, it is a steady cycle of scoop
and return until all have had their fill. 

Other cultural gatherings include the
lomo, or Fijian barbecue, which usually
consists of roasted meat served with
starchy dishes like cassava, sweet potato
or taro root. The Meke is a traditional cel-
ebration that encompasses music, singing

and dancing. Participants are dressed in
colorful costumes, with the men often
wearing warrior costumes and the
women adorned in garlands of flowers,
called salusalu.

When out for a tour, dress conserva-
tively. Bathing suits are fine at a resort but
not when visiting villages or shopping in
town. This is where a sulu comes in
handy. The wrap-around sulu is Fiji’s
most distinctive and versatile form of
dress. Known also throughout the Pacific
as pareu, lavalava or sarong, it is worn by
both men and women. For women there
are at least 10 different ways it can be
used, even for evening wear. Ask your re-
sort staff for hints on tying and wearing
your sulu. 

Bula
You hear Ni Sa Bula and Bula Vinaka

as soon as you step off the plane upon ar-
riving in Fiji and again and again until you
return home. This overwhelming affability
toward visitors is one of the island nation’s
greatest strengths. Its tropical rain forests,
white sandy beaches and healthy reefs are
its most precious national treasures.

The Republic of Fiji is no more perfect
than the United States or any other coun-
try around the world. Still, it can offer you
an idyllic haven when you need to
recharge your batteries and a dive adven-
ture to fuel the spark of your imagination.
The Fijian pace of life is much slower.
Dive, explore, eat, mingle, chill and repeat.
It comes naturally once you get there. 
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