Seeking the Dugong

In Marsa Alam

Text and photos by Kate Jonker
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Dugongs

The dugong settles in and starts enjoying a meal of sea grass (lower left); After taking a breath at the surface, the dugong soon returns to feed with its
entourage of golden kingfish (left); Always a golden kingfish is close by to pick up the spoils left behind by the dugong (above). PREVIOUS PAGE: Our dive
guide Bassem patiently watches over me as I take my time photographing the dugong.

Many years ago, whilst learning to
scuba dive, I came across an article on manatees and dugongs. I
was entranced. Not only were they
cute, according to the article, they
loved hugging divers, and once
they held on to you, they did not
want to let you go. The image of this
human-hugging, underwater teddy
bear remained with me and I was
determined that one day, I would
find one and hug it.
I started to research these creatures and discovered that manatees and dugongs were
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not actually the same animal. Although they
belong to the same family (Sirena), they are
actually quite different.
Manatees have a large, horizontal, paddleshaped tail, whereas dugongs have tail flukes
with pointed ends like a whale. The dugong
has a short, broad, downward-facing, trunklike snout with an undivided lip, whereas manatees have a divided upper lip and a shorter
snout. Manatees are larger than dugongs
and can weigh between 400kg and 500kg,
and grow to a length of 3.6m. Dugongs rarely
grow larger than 3m, and their average
weight is 420kg.
Upon further reading, I was disappointed to
discover that manatees live in the Caribbean
and the Gulf of Mexico and, as I live in South
Africa, the possibility of my ever travelling
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there to see one was pretty slim. However, I
did read that dugongs could also be found
much closer to home in Mozambique and in
the southern Red Sea. All was not lost, and
I was determined to go and find a dugong
instead!
A couple of years ago, whilst on a liveaboard trip to the southern Red Sea, our dive
guide took us to look for the dugongs. We
spent an hour swimming very fast on scuba
over a huge seagrass bed, but our search was
unsuccessful, and we returned to the boat
feeling exhausted and disappointed.

Marsa Alam

Before returning to the Red Sea this year, I
asked my friends on social media for advice
and was directed to a dive centre in Marsa
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The friendly staff who looked after us at the dive centre (left); The beach
at Marsa Alam, with our zodiac waiting for us close to shore (above);
The dive centre’s lovely cool and shady kitting-up area (lower left)

Alam. I promptly booked a couple of
days of diving with them before joining
a northern Red Sea liveaboard safari.
As soon as we arrived at our hotel in
Marsa Alam, my husband, Deon, and
I popped into the dive centre to meet
with Mirjam who had helped me with

my booking. She said
that if I wanted to find
the dugongs, I would
have to be back at the
dive centre in an hour’s
time. I asked if we could
go out the following day
instead as it usually took
me an hour to put my
camera together and
I did not want to hold
them up. Mirjam said
that the following day
would be too windy,
and that if we wanted
to see the dugongs, we
would have to do it that
afternoon.
We rushed back to our hotel room
to set up our cameras for wide-angle
and managed to be back at the dive
centre with all our diving gear and
cameras within the hour. I must admit
to having felt pretty stressed and hot
and bothered, but by the time we

had put on our gear in the cool, shady
kitting-up area and been given a very
thorough and professional briefing by
Bassem who was training to be a divemaster, I was very excited and raring
to go!

Spotting dugongs

The plan was for skipper Abdo to take
a small zodiac boat out to a nearby
reef where the dugong’s favourite
food, seagrass, was plentiful.
As we walked across the beach, our

Explore Gordon’s Bay
Cape Town - South Africa

Dive Charters, Guided Dives, Gear Rental
Scuba & Photography Courses
www.indigoscuba.com

info@indigoscuba.com

Our hotel grounds—a lush and vibrant oasis between the desert and the Red Sea
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• Unlimited Access
• Complete Freedom
• Reliable Connection

NAUI Worldwide® Mobile App is available
as a free download for iPhone and Android.

NAUI Mobile provides NAUI members and NAUI divers (public
users) the ability to view their online CORE (Certifications; Online
training; Resources; and Educational material) profile. Both members
and divers gain access to their certifications and digital c-Cards (if
purchased or bundled with original course) as well as various dive
tools to assist with dive planning.

Searching for the dugong in 2017 (above); A dugong makes its
way to the surface for another breath of air (right)

dugong spotter Biso told us that
the best way to find a dugong was
from the boat as, being air-breathing mammals, dugongs have to
come up for air every three to six
minutes, and he could then see
them on the surface quite easily. He told us that if the dugong
was there, we were to wait on the
boat until it had taken a breath,
descended and started grazing—
and only then would we enter the
water and descend slowly close
by. He added that it was important
not to frighten the dugong as it
swims very fast and once spooked,
it would swim away and we would
never catch up.
Just as skipper Abdo helped us
onto our little zodiac, Biso pointed
to another small boat just beyond
the reef, “It’s here!” he exclaimed
excitedly. When I asked him how
he knew, he pointed to a group

Members Gain Access to:
• Membership Information;
• Digital Credential Card as membership is active; and
• Membership Resources (e.g. Standards and Policies Manual, Risk
Management Handbook, as well as various regularly utilized forms)

Questions?
+1 (813) 628-6284 | nauihq@naui.org | www.naui.org
XRay_90_Full-Page 215X280mm.indd 1
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of snorkellers next to
the boat, all frantically
swimming in the same
direction. “They’re following the dugong!”
he replied. I could not
believe my luck and
hoped that the snorkellers would not chase it
away.
As we slowly came
alongside the snorkellers and their boat, a
large white shape surfaced next to us. It was
a dugong! It came
right to the surface between our
two boats and I could clearly see
its big snout as it broke the clear,
turquoise water for a huge breath
of air.
I was in awe and could not
believe that the creature I had
only ever dreamt of seeing was

actually there! It was a real goosebump moment and I think I might
have shed a couple of tears whilst
nobody was looking my way.
The dugong swam lazily amongst
the snorkellers before taking a final
breath and making his way downwards to the seagrass bed below us.

12/4/18 3:28 PM
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The perfect dinner guests, a dugong and
golden kingfish both enjoying a meal
from the sea floor (left); The dugong rolls
over for a back scrub before swimming
off and leaving us behind (above).

Diving with a dugong

Mirjam told us to get ready and I
quickly put on my mask and grabbed
my camera. My hands were shaking
with excitement! Biso had a quick
look into the water and confirmed
that the dugong was grazing, and
we all rolled back into the water and
started our way towards the sea floor
about 10m below us.
As I descended, I could not help
but marvel at the sheer size of this
creature. I had known they were
big, but nothing had prepared me
for how long it actually was. As I settled down next to him, I was amazed
at how relaxed he was in our company and how much he was eating!
It was incredible to watch how he
munched through metres of seagrass,
completely ignoring us.
He allowed us to take a number of

photos of him as he continued grazing. He was joined by some juvenile
golden kingfish, which snapped up
tiny creatures that were dislodged
from the sea floor as he grazed. He
stirred up huge plumes of fine sand
as he mowed across the seagrass,
and it looked as if he was floating
amongst the clouds. I was enthralled
by his whiskers, his tiny eyes and
what looked like eyelashes. What an
incredibly endearing creature!
We were lucky to spend about 30
minutes with him as every time he
went up for air, he came back down
to us and just carried on grazing.
Eventually, he must have eaten his fill,
as he rolled over onto his back and
gave himself a leisurely back scrub
before swimming away.
We spent the rest of our dive
exploring the beautiful reef, which

A WORLD
OF COLOR
AWAITS…

Come and dive with Thalassa 5★
PADI Dive Resorts Indonesia in
the Bunaken National Park,
Lembeh Strait and Bangka
Archipelago. Coral reefs
exploding with color, an
abundance of critters
and large schools of
fish are waiting to
be explored.

www.thalassamanado.com

I finally get my dugong hug!
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THIS PAGE: A dugong stirs up clouds of fine sand as it munches its way
through the seagrass—it looked as if he was floating amongst the clouds.

been an experience I would
never forget.

Dugong etiquette

was teeming with life, juvenile fish
and pristine coral. What a perfect
way to end such an incredible dive!
As soon as our heads broke the
water, I started laughing, cheering
and thanking my buddies. It had
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Back at the dive centre, Biso
and Mirjam told me that the
dugong we had seen was
a young male and one of
two that sporadically visited
the reef. I had been very
impressed with their considerate “don’t-chase-giveit-space-and-don’t-touch”
approach, and not once did
I feel we were invading this
incredible creature’s personal
space. This is probably why
he stayed with us so long.
I know of divers who have
searched for dugongs for over 17
years and never seen one. It really
is all about being in the right place
at the right time, and finding peoEDITORIAL
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ple who are passionate about what
they do and who are willing to
help you reach your dream. Had
Mirjam not insisted we do the dive
that afternoon, we would not have
seen the dugong, as the following
day, the wind was howling and the
visibility had dropped—we would
not have found him. This is why we,
as scuba divers, should live by the
saying, “Carpe diem!” or “Seize the
day!”—you never know what you
might miss! 

Kate Jonker is an underwater photographer and writer based in South
Africa. She teaches underwater
photography, is an assistant instructor and dive boat skipper for Indigo
Scuba in Gordon’s Bay, Cape Town,
South Africa, and leads dive trips
across the globe. For more information, please visit: katejonker.com.
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The reef at Marsa Alam was pristine, vibrant and teeming with life (above); I am convinced
that the dugong was watching me out of the corner of its eye! (top right)
BOOKS

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

TECH

EDUCATION

PROFILES

PHOTO & VIDEO

PORTFOLIO

