Southern
Cebu
The Philippines

Text and photos
by Andrey Bizyukin
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Cebu

Diver with golden sergents on soft coral at reef wall off southern Cebu (left); Picturesque view
from the resort (above). PREVIOUS PAGE: Ornate ghostpipefish

Cebu Island is one of over seven
thousand islands located in
the Philippines. It may be best
known as the place where the
early 16th century Portuguese
explorer Ferdinand Magellan
met his unfortunate end. There
is a 20-meter tall monument at
Punta Engaño on Cebu erected
in honor of the native chieftan, Lapu Lapu, who in the 1521
Battle of Mactan, proved victorious over Spanish forces led by
Magellan. Among divers, though,
Cebu is more commonly known
for its wide variety of dive sites.
Our party of divers departing from
Moscow got discount tickets and authorization for additional luggage for dive

gear, plus an extra 10kg per person,
after just showing our driver’s licenses to
Cathay Pacific Airlines. It is a very pleasant airline with which to travel, especially
when one flies to the other end of the
world—to the Philippines—where our
party planned to dive at the southern
end of Cebu Island. Nine hours took us
to Hong Kong, and it was two-and-ahalf hours before we landed in Cebu
International Airport. It was a peaceful
flight in a large and comfortable Boeing
airplane.
From the airport in Cebu, we travelled
to the very southern tip of the island, to a
dive center and resort called Easy Diving.
It took four-and-a-half hours racing
through the narrow roads of the island to
get there. Every minute was a hair-raising
thrill-ride in a self-assembled microcar,
quite an original and unique mode of
public transportation. We finally arrived at
a paradise awaiting us on a rocky shore
leading to a turquoise-colored sea.

Diver in swim-through on reef off southern Cebu
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Cebu
Arrive as a guest,
leave as a friend.

Puerto Galera

Dumaguete
A timeran called a “banka” serves as
a stable dive boat (above); Romantic
sunset swim in the pool at the resort
(left); There are caves to explore in the
reefs off Cebu (top left)
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well in such an idyllic landscape.
It was so good to relax in the
evening after a hot day of diving
and swim in the cool outdoor pool,
enjoying fresh mango juice and
sunset views over the bay, dreaming about the next Philippine
adventure. It was a real stroke of
diver’s luck to find this resort comprised of five comfortable bungalos with two rooms each, marble
floors, wide personal balconies
and all the amenities Western trav-

APO REEF

•

diver. Twelve years ago, he came
to the Philippines, and built the
dive resort, Easy Diving. The site
of the resort was not chosen by
chance. It sits on a picturesque
rocky terrace above the sea, with
a romantic view of the ocean
strait, bordered by the peaceful,
soothing, distant misty mountains
of a neighboring island. Indeed,
in his home garden filled with fruit
trees, he has built a pool with
Roman-style columns, which fits

Puerto Galera

• •

Raphael Virchaux, the owner
of the dive center, came to meet
us in person. He is a PADI Course
Director, technical diver, and a
big fan of diving in Cebu—a man
with a passion for the Philippines.
Virchaux was born in Antibes in
southern France, where the World
Festival of Underwater Images was
initially established (continuing
now in Marseille). Apparently, the
Cap d’Antibes on the peninsula of
Antibes has a magical place in the
history of diving and is a center for
international diving culture.
Originally from Switzerland,
Virchaux decided to trade the
snowy peaks and mountain lakes
of his homeland for the wonderful
climate, warm seas, magical sunrises and sunsets of the Philippine
Sea, so similar to the French
Riviera. After finishing medical
school, he decided to become a

ellers have come to expect.
The cuisine at the resort varied
in selection, with meals to impress
even the most discerning gourmet
palettes. There was a huge selection of drinks at the bar, which was
staffed with helpful, ever-courteous, smiling staff, ready to fulfill
customers’ wishes.
In addition, it was exactly here
where the resort sits in a strait
between the islands of Cebu and
Negros, where the sea was most
calm and quiet, having the lowest
chance of hurricanes. There was
a charming house reef and quick
access to seven well-known dive
sites, allowing divers to dive here
all year round. Virchaux had a
sufficient amount of rental equipment, so if one has a strong desire
to avoid extra luggage fees on
airlines, one could easily rent dive
equipment at the resort. That is
Easy Diving—a small, cozy resort,
with a solid four stars, serving a
maximum of 20 divers.

A Zores

Dumaguete

reservations@atlantishotel.com
AT L A N T I S H O T E L . C O M

Merchant preparing local produce
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THE NEW MAJOR
UNDERWATER
EXHIBITION
IN RUSSIA

Cebu
Clown anemonefish in
anemone (left); Frogfish
(below) and blue ribbon eel (bottom right)
at house reef

The house reef

The dive center is just a twominute walk from the hotel
and the seashore. I did not
even have to touch my equipment there, because the dive
center staff—branded in Easy
Diving t-shirts—were so efficient, promptly loading all our
dive equipment onto the dive
boat. The boat was called a
”banka”—a spacious, comfortable trimaran that was very
stable on the waves.
The dive boat moored very
close to the hotel and we were
ready to go diving only ten
minutes later. Our dive guides
looked very experienced.
There was a typical Philippines
briefing before the dive—very
relaxed, nearly Russian in style.
With no austere regulations,
no discussion of possible problems, the dive guide shook his
head, and told us not to forget
to control the air flow rate on
the pressure gauge. That was
it. At first, I was a little surprised
by the relaxed approach, but
later I realized that it came
naturally, taking into account
the innate characteristics of
36
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the Philippine Sea.
We got in the water
and followed the guides.
The underwater slope
of the island that gently descended into the
depths was overgrown
with corals. The water
temperature was 29°C and visibility was about 10m, which
was considered a bit low for
this area, but as a site for
macro photography, we were
satisfied. A local guide pointed
out to us a frogfish, blue and
yellow dwarf moray eels, sea
anemones with “Nemo”-like
clownfish, starfish, worms and
nudibranchs.
There was no current and
the maximum depth of the
dive did not exceed 20m, so
we were happy to spend time
taking photographs of the
tiny creatures and the diverse
inhabitants of the Philippine
Sea. For the underwater photographer, especially macro
enthusiasts, the two dives in
the house reef at Easy Diving
flew by very quickly. There was
plenty to see and to photograph.
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Cebu

Divers with feeding whale sharks at the town of Oslob

Whale sharks at Oslob

A traditional highlight of the
south of Cebu Island is diving
with whale sharks. Diving with
these gentle giants is organized
very professionally, but a bit like
a circus attraction. Sailing to
Oslob town took about an hourand-a-half on our banka (dive
boat). At the location, there was
a feeding station for the whale
sharks. The site bordered the
seashore and was cordoned
off by a rope with buoys. Inside
this area, in small boats, were
floating station employees – the
breadwinners of shark diving.
They fed shrimp to the whale
sharks. This feeding practice
has gotten these marine giants
so well house-trained that they
37
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intently followed the boats and
constantly opened up their
mouths for the tourists, waiting to
feast on the next portion of the
goodies.
Our party went ashore to
buy tickets and permission to
dive with the whale sharks. We
listened to instructions given
during the ten-minute briefing concerning safety and the
specific behaviors of these
huge animals. After the meeting, two specially certified local
diveguides followed us into the
water just inside a fenced area
and gave us the opportunity
to spend about 30 minutes taking pictures of the giant sharks.
Officially, we were not permitted
to approach the sharks closer
TECH
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than four meters. We were also
not allowed to use flash, torches
or lights that might scare the animals.
On this day, six to eight huge
whale sharks were feeding in this
little area of the sea surrounded
by small floating boats and an
audience of about 50 people
at the surface wearing masks
and snorkels as well as around
20 divers with cameras, vigorously scouring the water, hoping
to capture another underwater
masterpiece in pixels. The water
around us was literally seething
with bubbles, fins and sharks flying past, with huge mouthfuls
of shrimp. At first, photographic
passions ran high—everyone
tried as much as possible to
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Cebu

Diver with large barrel sponge (above) and coral overhang
(top right); Ardeaddoris egretta nudibranch (right inset)

get close to a shark, without
breaking the rules of diving.
After 45 minutes, I took my
finger off the shutter of my
camera and realized suddenly that I could watch these
whale sharks scurrying in front
of me, behind me, to the side,
above and below me. It truly
was a whale shark underwater circus here, in the south of
Cebu.

Sumilon Island

Sumilon Island is located in
a protected marine area
a few miles from the dive
38
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resort. Here, one
can find dense coral
gardens on a reef
plateau at eight to
10m depths, vertical
rock walls with large
coral fans, lots of fish,
large sponges and countless
underwater caves and grottos. Divers can do a couple of
dives per day, traveling along
the rock walls in different parts
of the island, depending on
the time of day and direction
of tidal currents.
We started the dive from a
shallow reef slope, with water
EDITORIAL
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temperature at 30°C, then slid
down to a rocky drop-off and
maneuvered into a depth of
30m, drifting in the weak current and looking for interesting marine life. It seemed that
our diveguides were asleep,
or lazy, just swimming next to
us like rice-gorged, relaxed
islanders. Such an approach
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Oval-spot butterflyfish and blue-green
chromis on hard
coral head (left)

Cebu

PRESENTS :
1 class DIVING in SOUTHERN LEYTE
SOGOD BAY - NAPANTAO - LIMASAWA
st

Southern Leyte - Philippines

www.leyte-divers.com

Commensal shrimp on anemone (left); Diver at swim-through in reef off southern Cebu (lower left)

was clearly not alright with me. I signalled one
of them over, requiring his attention and the
pointing out of new
subjects. He seemed
shaken and showed
me an interesting coral
fan, surrounded by
lovely yellow fish. I used
it as a model, taking
pictures and immediately afterwards, on
the viewscreen of the
camera, I showed him
the image that was
captured. He loved it!
He seemed to wake up
and was transformed
instantly! Now he was
an underwater hound,
rushing in all directions,
scanning the slope in
search of new subjects.

Such is the power of art! No longer just a staff
member going along for the ride, the dive
guide became an avid accomplice in the
process of capturing compelling underwater
images.
There were also caves that were interesting—places where big fish hid—and at
times, it seemed that from the caves’ deep
shadows, the voices of pirate treasure seekers could be heard. So I never deny myself
the pleasure of inspecting every interesting
underwater cave I find. We photographed
the coral, scattering fish, and explored all the
caves.
Our dive boat drifted with us, down with
the current. When a we reached a wall of
the reef skirting the island, and swam off to
the right, a strong current took us away from
the reef. We fought the current to no avail.
The 5m safety stop would have to be taken
in the water column, rapidly carrying us away
to a wide strait between the islands of Cebu
Surface marker buoy helps dive boat locate divers caught in current.
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Cebu

Diver with scorpionfish on reef (left); Hot volcanic bubbles rise from reef (above)
at Apo Island; Hinge-beak shrimp (right); Green sea turtle (top right)

and Sumilon. It’s times like these when
it’s very handy to send up a surface
marker buoy during the decompression
stop, which allowed the dive boat to
find us and come pick us up out of the
strong current.
   

Apo Island

Apo Island is a small island known for
its clear waters, brilliant corals and sea
turtles. To get there, we had to spend
three-and-a-half hours in a continuous race on the sea, along the southern coast of the island of Negros and
beyond. We went out on the sea at
the rising of the sun in order to have the
opportunity and time to do it at least
three dives. Breakfast and lunch boxes
came along with us for the long sea
voyage. During the long journey to the
dive site, I sat down next to our diveguides and had a confidential, friendly
talk “about life.” I told them about
Russia, and I listened to them talk
about the Philippines. For the photogra-

pher, it is always important to
be in close contact with and
gain the trust of the locals.
Only then do they happily disclose the underwater treasures
only the locals know about,
and they begin to show you
the true beauty and value of
the nature of the Philippines.
And this offers a real chance
to make good pictures.
Apo Island is located in a
protected area, so we again
had to pay for permission to go diving in the area to see the underwater
world of the island. The dive started
on a shallow coral reef lit by bright
Philippine sunshine. There were literally
volumes of marine life and healthy corals to delight the eye. Here, one could
find vibrant and interesting coral life,
fish that did not scare easy, gobies,
scorpionfish, striped poisonous sea
snakes, huge well-fed nudibranchs,
and shrimp. It was here that one of

the best locations for diving with and
photographing large sea turtles could
be found. We did the first two dives
of the day here, observing sea turtles
and exploring sea caves. Then we
took an excursion to the beach, to get
acquainted with the local flavor of the
island. There seemed to be more than
200 residents living on the island. The
third dive was planned for the western
part of the island, at a depth of about
20m on a sandy bottom out to an area
Jawfish on sea bottom
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Cebu

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Cuttlefish; Wonder octopus; Pair of robust ghostpipefish; Frogfish; Dragonet

with hot volcanic bubbles, which was like an
underwater whirlpool—
evidence of the ancient
volcanic origins of Apo
Island.
Apo Island is a unique
place. I strongly recommend this dive site for
divers of different levels
of training and, of course,

every underwater photographer going
to the Philippines.
A strong headwind stretched out the
duration of our trip back to the dive center—to four hours—so it was quite dark
by the time we got back to the resort.

Dauin

On the morning of our last day in our fartoo-short stay on Cebu, we were invited
to go to the legendary dive site of Dauin.
It is the place where countless photographs, which grace the covers of leading dive magazines around the world,
were taken. Dauin is one of the best dive
sites for underwater macro photography,
located on the coast of Negros Island.
On first impression, it is quite an unremarkable stretch of sea. The beach
town of Dauin is encircled by a rope
with buoys. Our dive boat was moored
near these buoys. We, of course, had
to pay for permission to dive here. We
went down under the water, where visibility was 25m and water temperature
was 30°C. We settled on the sandy bottom, and then swam along a slope to
a depth of 20 to 25m. At first glance, I

Banded sea krait is a venomous sea snake
41

X-RAY MAG : 69 : 2015

EDITORIAL

FEATURES

TRAVEL

NEWS

WRECKS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

TECH

EDUCATION

PROFILES

PHOTO & VIDEO

PORTFOLIO

travel

Cebu

Banded boxer shrimp (above); Porcelain crab and anemonefish on
anemone (top left); Durban hinge-beack shrimp (top right)
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Halimeda crab (Huenia heraldica) is a decorator crab that
attaches live fronds of Halimeda
algae to its shell for camouflage
(PROJECTNOAH.ORG).

thought: “What is there to see?
Just a sandy bottom?” But when
our diveguides drew our attention and began to show with their
pointers the tiny, absolutely fantastic miniature creatures seeming
to come from another parallel
world to our own—thriving, running and jumping on this magical sand—we understood that
we had hit the jackpot on the
Klondike. And here began a photographic Rock ’n’ Roll of creatures such as a green crab, which
looks like a leaf with legs; fish with
a flag or a horn on the nose; colorful pipefish; shrimp; gobies and
more.
Two dives here flew by in one
breath, it seemed, and my finger
was constantly on the trigger of
the camera. The emotion, enthusiasm and nitrogen saturation

signal on my dive computer went
through the roof. Dauin is internationally recognized as a macro
classic.
However, the time quickly
approached when we had to
stop diving. It was time to return
topside, because tomorrow we
had to catch a plane.

Waterfall of Cebu

While our dive gear was drying,
we ordered a taxi to go see the
nearby waterfalls and enjoy the
local natural (not only underwater) attractions of southern Cebu.
In only a quick half-hour drive, we
found ourselves at a local freshwater resort. Adults and children
came here to this shady valley
to enjoy a refreshing, cool swim
and be invigorated by the energy
of the falling waters, cascading
Yellow shrimp goby
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Cebu

from a great height. Waterfalls have always
attracted people. There is something about
them that embodies spirituality and magic.
For us, it was an escape from the Philippine
heat and it seemed that one could enjoy
watching the water falling from the cliffs
endlessly.
Raphael Virchaux told us that Easy Diving
resort initially focused on German and
European divers. However, after the international economic crisis struck, Europeans

Sunset over the waters of southern Cebu

were travelling much less, and the resorts
main guests were divers of various nationalities, including more and more of our Russian
compatriots. “How do you like Russian divers?” I asked Virchaux. “I like their enthusiasm for the underwater world, their friendly
spirit and traditions of behavior, which are
similar to Philippinos,” he said. “They love
to laugh, like a friendly hug and kiss. They
seem like very positive people and are
good divers.”
Five days of diving in the
south of Cebu passed in an
instant. I have fond memories from the trip as well
as uniquely bright colorful
pictures, celebrating the
Philippine sun and turquoise
sea. The people are friendly
and open, always smiling,
and I cherished the opportunity to enjoy and photograph the unique wonders of
the underwater world of the
Philippines. 
SOURCES:
HTTPS://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/WIKI/FERDINAND_
MAGELLAN
HTTPS://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/WIKI/LAPU-LAPU_SHRINE
HTTPS://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/WIKI/BATTLE_OF_MACTAN

Locals and visitors alike enjoy the cooling effect of the waterfalls of Cebu
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fact file

NASA

RIGHT: Global map
with location of
the Philippines
BELOW: Location of southern Cebu on map of the
Philippines

The Philippines
CHINA

TIAWAN

US DEPT OF STATE, DIVEPHILIPPINES.COM

During the 16th century,
the Philippine Islands became
a Spanish colony; In 1898, they
were ceded to the United States
following the Spanish-American
War. The Philippines became a
self-governing commonwealth
in 1935 under elected President
Manuel Quezon who had to prepare the country for independence after a ten-year transition.
The islands fell under Japanese
occupation in 1942 during WWII.
U.S. and Filipino forces fought
together to regain control from
1944-45. Philippino independence
was declared on 4 July 1946. A
widespread rebellion of the people forced President Ferdinand
Marcos into exile after 21 years
of rule in 1986 when Corazon

Population

107,668,231 (July 2014
est.) Ethnic groups:
Tagalog 28.1%, Cebuano 13.1%, Ilocano 9%,
Bisaya/Binisaya 7.6%,
Hiligaynon Ilonggo 7.5%,
Bikol 6%, Waray 3.4% (2000
census) Religions: Catholic
82.9%, Muslim 5%, Evangelical
2.8%, Iglesia ni Kristo 2.3%, other
Christian 4.5% (2000 census)
Internet users: 8.278 million (2009)

Luzon
Strait

SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK,

History

Exchange rates:
1USD=46.80PHP;
1EUR=52.27PHP;
1GBP=71.33PHP;
1AUD=32.93PHP;
1SGD=32.83PHP

Aquino was installed as president.
During her presidency, there were
several coup attempts, which
affected political stability and
economic development. In 1992,
Fidel Ramos was elected president who enjoyed a presidency
marked by greater stability and
progress on economic reforms.
The United States closed its last
military bases on the islands in
1992. President Joseph Estrada,
elected in 1998, was impeached
on corruption charges and was
succeeded by his vice-president,
Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo who
was elected to a six-year term in
May 2004. The country was one
of the few relatively unaffected
by the 2008 global financial crisis.
Benigno Aquino III was elected
president in May 2010.
Armed insurgencies
and separatists in the
south continue to be
threats. Government:
Republic. Capital:
Manila

Geography

The

country is comprised of an archipelago located in
Southeastern Asia,
east of Vietnam
between the
Philippine Sea and the
South China Sea. Its
terrain is mostly mountainous with narrow to

vast coastal lowlands;
Coastline: 36,289 km;
Elevation: lowest point:
Philippine Sea 0m; highest point: Mount Apo
2,954m.

Economy

The
nation’s economy faired better than most
after the global economic and financial
downturns because
of several factors: less
exposure to affected international
securities, decreased
dependence on
exports, recovery of
domestic consumption,
large payments from
several million overseas
Filipino workers, and a
fast growing business
outsourcing industry. As
a result, the Philippines
has gained several
upgrades in its sovereign debt credit rating,
making financing its
deficits with domestic and international
markets easier. While
current administration
have increased social
spending and infrastructure programs,
long termchallenges
still remain in battling
poverty, unemployment

Babuyan
Islands

South
China Sea

Philippine
Sea

Luzon

MANILA
Mindoro

Samar
Panay

Palawan

Cebu

Leyte

Gulmaras Island

Negros

Sulu Sea

Mindanao

Basilan
Island
MALAYSIA

Celebes
Sea

I N D O N E S I A

or underemployment,
governance reform and
improving the judicial
system, infrastructure,
regulatory predictability,
and attracting greater
local and foreign investment by increasing ease
in doing business in the
country.

Climate

Tropical
marine. The northeast monsoon occurs
November to April, the
southwest monsoon
occurs May to October.

Environmental
issues Challenges

include soil erosion,
uncontrolled deforestation, water and air pollution in major urban areas
as well as coral reef degradation and increasing
pollution of coastal mangrove swamps.

Currency

Philippine

peso (PHP).

Language

Filipino and English

Security

Please consult your
state department for the latest information. In the past year,
there have been reports of activities against foreigners by terrorist
or insurgent groups based in the
area of Mindanao Island, the Sulu
Archipelago and the southern Sulu
Sea.

Health

Please consult your
health department for the latest
information. There is a high degree
of risk for food or waterborne diseases such as bacterial diarrhea,
hepatitis A, and typhoid fever; vectorborne diseases such as dengue
fever and malaria; and water contact disease such as leptospirosis
(2013)

Decompression Chamber
PCSSD HYPERBARIC CHAMBER
TIEZA Bldg., P. Burgos St., cor. Andres
Soriano Avenue, Barangay Centro,
Mandaue City

Links
Philippines Department of Tourism

www.wowphilippines.com.ph

Green sea turtle on reef off southern Cebu
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