Dumaguete
Diving

in the Philippines

Text and photos by Walt Stearns
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Dumaguete sits down close
to the southern tip of Negros
Island in the middle of Visayas
Island group in the Philippines,
approximately 500km south of
Manila. A coastal province, it
is bounded on the east by the
Bohol Sea and the Tañon Strait,
which serve as a natural border
to the neighboring provinces
of Cebu, Bohol and Siquijor.
The main city, which goes by
the same name, is situated on
the plains of the southeastern
coast of Negros Island near
the mouth of the Banica River.
Dumaguete, for the most part,
is a university town, home to a
number of institutions of higher
learning.
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Dumaguete

Dumaguete seems to
follow only two seasonal
changes: dry and wet.
June through September
is the Philippines’ monsoon season, and as you
might expect, conditions
are warm and humid. April
and May are actually the
hottest time period, with
average maximum temperatures that can reach
34.3°C. The better time to
visit is the dry season, from
November through May,
when average air temperatures are
between 25 and 30°C, with December
to February down to an average of
22.9°C.
I traveled to Dumaguete from Puerto
Galera. Because there is no direct siteto-site travel, the transfer required me
to go back to Manila in reverse order of
how I got to Puerto Galera: a 45-minute
boat ride back to Batangas, followed
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by a two- to three-hour drive to Manila’s international airport in order to
catch a one-hour flight to Dumaguete.
Once there, I was met by representatives of Atlantis Dive Resort, loaded in
their custom air-conditioned jeepney
(a Philippine ostentatious-styled bus
used for local transportation) and was
whisked off to the resort.
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Resort’s larger banka (above) used for day trips to Apo Island; Anthias and damselfish (top left)
hover above some of the hard corals at Apo Island; The rich tropical landscaping around the
Atlantis Dumaguete Resort (top right) makes for an inviting scenic backdrop during your stay; Atlantis
Dumaguete Resort’s own private, air-conditioned jeepne used for shuttling guests to and from the
airport as well as on their whale shark trips to Oslob on neighboring Cebu Island. PREVIOUS PAGE:
Clown frogfish (Antennarius maculatus) or juvenile warty frogfish
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Dumaguete
Puerto Galera property, I found
that I was more enamored with
the Dumaguete Resort. While the
accommodations appeared to
be just as roomy and similarly appointed, the ambiance here struck
me as both more secluded and
inviting. In addition to the ground’s
tropical landscaping being particularly lusher and more thought
out, there was the simple little fact
this resort was not in the middle of
a tightly-packed community like
Sabang Beach.
During my four-night stay, I was
placed in one of the Deluxe Rooms
on the second floor with a veranda
type balcony with an attractive
view of the grounds. The one group
of rooms with an even nicer view

The resort

The Atlantis Dive Resort in Dumaguete offers 40 guest rooms and
suites, with one group spread out
in a semi-circular fashion around
a large freshwater pool, and the
second group closer to the beach,
which is also where the restaurant
is located.
In the months before my arrival,
the Dumaguete property had recently undergone some significant
renovations. Upgrades included
the addition of a spa facility similar
to the one in their Puerto Galera
Resort, but slightly larger with four
private therapy rooms. The services
are top notch, much like what you
would see in a high-end spa in the
United States, but at significantly
lower prices. The facility offers a
wide range of therapeutic and relaxing services, along with a sauna
and rain shower area to complement your therapy.
Having just come from the
Restaurant (above) at Atlantis Dive Resort (top left)
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Dumaguete
area sits beneath a giant open-air
thatch roof, but with one singular
difference: the view. Instead of a
freshwater pool to one side and
pedestrian walkway on the other,
the entire dining area and bar sits on
the edge of the beach overlooking
the ocean. The resort's kitchen uses
fresh local fruits and meats to create
a range of local and international
dishes. Rather than follow a monotonous à la carte menu system, lunch
and dinner dishes are changed daily
and posted on a large blackboard.

Camera room

If you are very serious about underwater photography, a resort’s camera room can be a really big deal.
In Puerto Galera, I was quite satisfied
with their camera room setup. Arriving in Dumaguete, I was able to see
that the owners took it up a couple
notches.
The room itself was the largest of
any resort I have ever visited, with
more than 827 sq ft of floor space.
Most important to any photographer
are the camera tables; here, they

are the Ocean Front Rooms, which
overlook the ocean from both the
room and front balcony.
The Deluxe Rooms have ample floor
space, and normally come with one
double bed that can be converted
into two twin beds. My room was
furnished with a flat-screen LCD TV
with free movie and sports channels,
DVD player (which I never bothered
using), desk, fully stocked mini bar and
coffee-maker, and wifi for Internet use
(which I did use). All rooms come with
private bath and shower, air-conditioning, and ceiling fans.
Like Puerto Galera, the Dumaguete Resort’s restaurant dining
Deluxe Room at Atlantis Dive Resort (above and top left)
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Dumaguete

Since the Dumaguete
resort has no pier or
jetty of its own, when
there is some wave
action present, divers
sometimes have to
wade into the water in
order to board the boat
for local dives (above).

are built into three of the walls,
adjoining each other in the corners to create a broad, continuous work surface area over 41ft
long by 2.5ft deep. Underneath
are 21 individual cubbyholes to
store equipment with additional
space below for bulkier items such
as large camera cases and bags.
In addition to providing a seri-

The dive center provides both air and Nitrox 32 through a large cache of Al 80s (above);
Guest equipment storage and drying room (right); Juvenile painted frogfish (top right)
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ous amount of workspace, the
benches were fitted with 16 sets of
power outlets in both 220 and 110
volts, able to accept both standard US and European plugs, along
with a secondary shelf above the
work surface for battery charger
placement. The room is not only
well lit, there are also eight additional fluorescent work lights
mounted to the underside of the secondary
shelf for extra illumination, with five air-gun systems positioned around
the room. The room is
climate controlled so
that the air is dehumidified and cool but not
cold enough to cause
problematic fogging in
lenses and ports.
This same space can
double as a classroom,
as the center portion is
left open for table and
chairs, and there is a
42-inch HD flat-screen
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TV mounted on the wall with both
HDMI and USB connections. The
big screen is also available for
guests to show off their photos or
videos to friends whenever they
like.

Dive center

The heart of any dive resort is the
dive center. The facility at Dumaguete is quite large, very well
organized and supervised, and
features a split-floor plan. There is a
well-appointed staging area where
divers pick out their tanks and rinse
their gear afterwards, and a separate equipment room, which has 60
individual shelves for stowing masks,
fins, and other equipment, along
with places to hang wetsuits and
BCDs to dry overnight. Yes, it's the
tropics, but I would still recommend
a full wetsuit, as bottom times can
be long and water temps in the
Dumaguete area average 76-78°F
(24°C) from January to March, then
warm to around 79-80°F (25°C) during the rest of the year.
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About Oasis Explorers

Dumaguete

True exploration in the heart
of Bunaken Marine Park

Atlantis’ beachhead, and several are
less than five minutes away.
In most cases, boats carry no more
than eight divers, plus a dive guide,
driver and deck hand. While the skiffs
have tank holders, camera systems
are placed where space is available,
so it is important to pay attention to
the handling and placement of camera setups when boarding and riding
out to the dive site.

•
•
•
•

Technical Diving
Trimix and CCR
Multi-agency training
State-of-the-art facilities

•
•
•
•

Virgin dive sites
Specialised equipment
Expert advisors
Luxury dive boats

www.oasisexplorers.com
www.bunakenoasis.com

Please send enquiries to
tech@oasisexplorers.com

BUNAKEN

OASIS
DIVE RESORT

BUNAKEN

OASIS
DIVE RESORT

The diving in the Philippines is both
impressive and diverse. In the Dumaguete area, most of the diving is
muck diving in its truest form, as the
bottom fringing most of the shoreline
of Dumaguete is devoid of colorful,
pristine coral reefs. Three prime examples are Punta, Car Wreck and the
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single dives set around 8 to 9 a.m., 11
a.m., 2 p.m., and 4 p.m., or a morning
start for a two-tank itinerary. This flexEDITORIAL
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ibility is possible because the majority of
the diving in the Dumaguete area is no
more than a 30-minute boat ride from
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Oasis Explorers will also be working on
opportunities in North Sulawesi for more
detailed scientific surveys, environmental
awareness for deep-water marine species
and the first comprehensive mapping
project beyond recreational depths.

Based at Bunaken Oasis Dive Resort and Spa

Dark water, dark bottom
—it must be muck

The center’s cache of scuba tanks
comprises primarily of aluminum 80s
with air or 32 percent nitrox (available
for a small upcharge), but there are
also several 63 and 90 cu ft tanks available. Once your tank, BCD and regulator are assembled, the staff then carries
them down to the beach and loads
everything on the boats.
Like most resorts I have seen in the
Philippines, there is no dock or pier, and
boarding is done from the beach. In
the case of Dumaguete, this will require
wading out to chest-deep water before
climbing up the boat's boarding ladder.
One difference between Atlantis
and other area operations is that their
boats are not of local design. Instead,
they run a fleet of fast, 24-foot outboard-powered center console skiffs
equipped with large canvas tops for
sun protection.
The daily dive schedule can vary according to group size and itinerary. In
some cases, this may dictate a series of

Oasis Explorers is a newly launched technical
training facility located at Bunaken Oasis
Dive Resort and Spa in North Sulawesi,
Indonesia. The facility is the first in Bunaken
Marine Park to offer multi-agency technical
training, trimix and CCR compatibility, and a
vastness of unexplored deep dive sites, all in
the setting of an award-winning luxury dive
resort. Expect a state-of-the-art filling
station, specialised equipment, experienced
surface support and expert advisors.

www.bunakenoasis.com
info@bunakenoasis.com

Set in the world-famous Bunaken National Marine Park, Bunaken
Oasis offers a truly luxurious diving experience.
Exceptional air-conditioned cottages with sea-view balconies.
Chill-out bar, and gourmet panoramic restaurant.
Custom-built spa with qualified therapists.
Panoramic free-form infinity pool is filled with fresh water.
From water-makers, with UV treatment, to black water treatment,
Oasis was designed to minimise any impact on the environment.
5* PADI affiliated Oasis dive centre designed for photographers and
dive boats that are second to none, with fresh water deck showers,
toilets and, above all, space.

Dumaguete is all about macro, from muck to reef. Examples include a crinoid crab (top left), ghost
pipefish (left) and pigmy cuttlefish (above) hiding amongst the bottom debris and vegetation.
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Dumaguete

Emperor shrimp atop a large nembrotha nudibranch
(above); Dragon shrimp on whip coral (top right);
Popcorn shrimp on anemone (right); Anthias (left)

resort’s house reef, where you will find
yourself hovering over the dark grey to
chocolate colored, often silty, sandy
bottom that at first will appear lifeless to
28
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the untrained eye. But closer
examination reveals that what
at first seems like an aquatic
desert is actually home to
an ongoing parade of the
strange, the bizarre and the
beautiful.
Divers come here in search
of painted, warty and hairy
frogfish, ghost pipefish, flamboyant cuttlefish, wonderpus,
nudibranchs and my nightmarish favorite, the Bobbit worm.
And when somebody runs
across the Holy Grail of macro critter
photography, the Rhinopias scorpionfish, you would think they had discovered buried treasure.
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The secret
to an eventful muck dive
experience
boils down to
control and
patience.
The sea
bottom at
all the muck dive sites I visited was not
all forgiving to sloppy dive skills. A large
scissor kick will drag up the bottom and
leave a huge dirty wake everywhere
you go. In addition to disturbing the
habitat, this will earn you the displeasure of your fellow divers.
It is important to maintain neutral
buoyancy and limiting fin movement
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G O R O N TA L O :

Hidden Paradise

through the use of techniques such as
sculling and modified frog kicks. Equally
important is streamlining your gear and
making sure nothing is dragging in the
dirt like computers, gauges or octopuses.
Developing the skills and techniques
to do it right can be challenging, but
very rewarding, as it opens the door
even further to what you might see.
SCIENCE & ECOLOGY
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- Operating since 2003
- Trip Advisor “CERTIFICATE
OF EXCELLENCE”
- Over 12,000 LIKES on
Facebook
- Custom-built speed boats &
private dock
- Experienced dive guides
- Pioneer of 30+ dive sites
- Walls, caverns, pinnacles,
muck & wrecks
- Daily flights & new airport
terminal
- November to April dive
season
- Custom & group packages
- Minimum:1 diver
www.miguelsdiving.com
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Dumaguete

Apo Island

Living up to its namesake, the pom pom crab (above) waves small white anemones
attached to two pinchers as a form of defense against predators; Flatworm with tunicates (top left); Orangutan crabs on bubble coral (top right); Juvenile frogfish (right)
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While muck diving is Dumaguete’s largest attraction, it is not the only one. Atlantis Dive Resort also organizes threetank dive excursions to neighboring
Apo Island, which offers a very different
underwater environment.
The itinerary for the excursion to Apo Island starts around 8 a.m., when gear and
divers are loaded into a 60ft dive banca.
From the resort, the crossing to Apo takes
just over an hour to complete.
When a powerful typhoon struck the
island in 2012, the windward side suffered severe damage to the coral reefs.
Fortunately, the leeward side, where
most diving is done, escaped the worst
of the storm's fury. The underwater visibility at Apo typically ranges between
60 to 90ft, which is a significant change
from the muck diving sites at Dumaguete, which average 20 to 30ft.

WRECKS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

Apo offers the
type of hard coral
reef systems typical
of the Philippines,
with steep sloping
profiles punctuated
by ledges and mini
walls dropping to
depths of 70 to 90ft.
Marine life includes
large schools of fish,
healthy hard corals,
banded sea krates,
and hawksbill and
green sea turtles.
Following the
second dive, the
boat pulls up to the beach, while resort
staff prepare a buffet lunch. After the
third dive, the boat begins the run back
home, getting everyone back at the resort by 4:00 to 4:30 p.m., leaving plenty
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of time to prepare for a late afternoon
or night shore dive.

Swim with the world’s largest fish
Though most of the focus at Atlantis
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For cryptic critters, blending is the key to survival. You
can see the anemone shrimp with the white tube
anemone (above), and the popcorn shrimp among the
tentacles of a mushroom coral (right), but do you see
the decorator crab in the picture to the left?

Dive Resort is seeing the little stuff, one
special treat also available to guests is
a chance to snorkel with the biggest fish
in the ocean: the whale sharks at Oslob.
If you have never seen or experienced
being in the water with a whale shark, I
highly recommend taking the opportunity
to do so while you are there.
This adventure begins with an early
morning departure to catch a morning
ferry to the neighboring island of Cebu.
After crossing the Tañon Strait channel,
30

X-RAY MAG : 86 : 2018

everyone re-boards Atlantis Dive Resort’s custom,
air-conditioned jeepney
for another 40-minute
drive up the coast to
the town of Oslob. Once
there, following an orientation on the basic dos
and don’ts of snorkeling
with whale sharks, everyone is carried out from the beach on
outrigger canoes to the waiting whale
sharks.
Following a two-hour-plus snorkeling
session, back at shore, the staff once
again puts together a hearty lunch
beachside, with the return trip back the
resort on Dumaguete around 2 p.m.

Afterthoughts

My impressions of Dumaguete's muck
diving and the side trip to Oslob for the
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whale sharks were
most favorable, but I
was not as impressed
with the diving around
Apo Island, which was
typical of many areas
of the Indo-Pacific,
and not particularly
memorable.
The staff was friendly, helpful and accommodating. Rooms are
spacious, well appointed and clean. The resort’s dining fare was
very good with made-to-order breakfasts,
and the lunch and dinner menu varied
enough to make it interesting. The soups
and grilled pork were especially savory.
What I also like about the Atlantis’
Dumaguete Resort, as compared to the
one in Puerto Galera, was the overall
ambiance of the property itself. While
WRECKS
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the infrastructure and services at the two
resorts are generally on par, the location,
landscaping and ambiance of the Dumaguete Resort seemed to be a bit more
relaxed and secluded, making the entire
experience that much more attractive. 

For more information regarding bookings,
and what you need to bring, visit Atlantis
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Dive Resorts at: Atlantishotel.com.
Walt Stearns is a widely published dive
writer, underwater photographer, scuba
instructor, certified cave and rebreather
diver, and an SSI Platinum Pro5000 member based in the US state of Florida. He is
the founder and publisher of the Underwater Journal. For more information, visit:
WaltStearns.com.
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fact file

NASA

Location of the Philippines on global map
(left), and location of Dumaguete on
map of the Philippines (below)

Location

Philippine
Sea

Luzon

MANILA

SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK, CDC.GOV,
STATE.TRAVEL.US, WIKIPEDIA.ORG, XE.COM

Text by Matthew Meier
The Philippines have
been inhabited for tens of
thousands of years but it was not
until 1543 that the country was
named Las Islas Filipinas in honor
of King Phillip II of Spain by the
explorer Ruy Lopez de Villalobos.
The islands were colonized and
remained part of the Spanish
empire for more than 300 years.
Following the Spanish-American
war in 1898, the Philippines
were relinquished to the United
States and in 1935 became a
self-governing commonwealth.
During World War II, the islands
fell under Japanese control but
on 4 July 1946, after the United
States helped the Filipino people
reclaim control, the Republic
of the Philippines was granted
its independence. Numerous
presidents and varying degrees
of political and economic
stability have followed, but the
country remains independent
to this day. The Philippines are
a founding member of the
United Nations and the World
Trade Organization, and their
current President, Rodrigo
Duterte, was elected in May
2016. Government: presidential
republic. Capital: Manila

Geography

The Philippines
are located east of Vietnam in
Southeast Asia, between the
Philippine Sea and the South
31
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China Sea. The country consists of
an archipelago of 7,107 islands,
spread out over nearly 300,000
square kilometers. The terrain
consists of volcanic mountains
and coastal lowlands, ranging from sea level to the highest
peak, Mount Apo, at 2,954m. The
Philippines are situated at the
northern tip of the coral triangle,
the epicenter for global marine
biodiversity. Coastline: 36,289km.
Terrain consists primarily of mountains with coastal lowlands varying from narrow to extensive.
Natural hazards include typhoons,
landslides, volcanoes, earthquakes and tsunamis.

Climate

The climate in the
Philippines is tropical, and the
heat and humidity is greatly
influenced by the Amihan (“dry”
northeast monsoon that typically blows mid-November to
April) and the Habagat (“wet”
southwest monsoon in May to
October). The monsoons roughly
create three seasons: the hot,
dry summer from March to May;
the rainy season from June to
November; and the cool dry season from December to February.
The air temperature averages
80°F (27°C) and ranges between
70-90°F (21-32°C) depending on
the season and location. Water
temperatures fluctuate between
78-84°F (26-29°C).
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Environmental issues

Challenges include air and water
pollution in major urban areas,
deforestation in watershed areas,
soil erosion, degradation of coral
reefs, and pollution of coastal mangroves, which are important breeding grounds for fish.

Economy

The Philippines boasts
an emerging economy, as it transitions from agriculture to the service
and manufacturing industries.
Primary exports include semiconductors and electronic products,
transport equipment, copper,
petroleum, coconut oil, fruits and
garments. Roughly 47% of the population is employed in the service
industry, which accounts for 56% of
the country’s GDP.

Currency

Philippine Peso (PHP)
Currency may be exchanged
at the Manila airport, local
banks and resorts. Credit cards
are widely accepted at tourist destinations. Exchange rates:
1USD=51.98PHP; 1EUR =64.39PHP;
1GBP=73.88PHP; 1AUD=40.38PHP;
1SGD=39.73PHP

Population

The official population of the Philippines is 102,624,209
(July 2016 est.), with over 12 million
living in the capital city of Manila.
Ethnic groups: Tagalog 28.1%,
Cebuano 13.1%, Ilocano 9%,
Bisaya/Binisaya 7.6%, Hiligaynon
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Mindoro

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:
56,956,436, or 55.5% (July
2016 est.)

Samar

Leyte

Palawan

Panay
Negros
Cebu

Bohol

Sulu
Sea

Mindanao

Language

The official language is Filipino,
with eight major dialects, but English is
widely spoken at most
resorts.

Voltage

US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK

History

MALAYSIA

Celebes
Sea

Cuisine

Philippine cuisine has a
mixture of influences from Hispanic,
Chinese, American and other Asian
cultures. The food tends to have
full-bodied flavors but is not as spicy
as that of neighboring countries.
Rice, fish, coconut, mangoes and
plantains are staple ingredients.
Filipinos do not eat with chopsticks
but prefer western cutlery or the
traditional method of eating with a
just-washed right hand.

Tipping

EQUIPMENT

Tipping is not part of the

BOOKS

Filipino culture and is not required,
though it is becoming more common among the local population.
Tipping is, however, expected
on liveaboard dive boats and at
most tourist resorts. Each establishment will have their own guidelines and recommendations.

Transportation

International
flights from numerous countries
and airlines connect through
Manila and Cebu. Regional airlines connect from these hubs to a
multitude of locations throughout
the archipelago. There is also an
extensive ferry system for traveling
between islands and an established network of roads once on
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Health & Security

Mosquitoborne illnesses are a problem, and
there are cases of malaria, dengue
and Zika. Avoid mosquito bites by
using mosquito repellent and covering up during times when mosquitos are out. Water- and food-borne
illnesses can also be a problem, so
be sure to drink only bottled or filtered water, and only eat food that
is cooked thoroughly. Check with
your state department for current
travel advisories before your trip.

Decompression chambers

INDONESIA

The voltage in the Philippines is
220/240 AC at 50 cycles and several socket types are utilized. An
international multi-prong adaptor
is recommended.

land, although only about 26% of
the country’s roads are paved.

Chambers can be found on various islands across the country, in
cities such as Manila, Cebu,
Batangas City, Cavite, Makati
City, Quezon City and Subic.

Travel/Visa

A return ticket
and a passport are required for
entry into the Philippines and the
passport must be valid for at least
six months. Travelers from the
United States and Europe typically receive a free 30-day tourist
visa upon arrival. An international
terminal fee of roughly 550 PHP is
charged at the airport when you
depart the Philippines.

Websites

Philippines Tourism
experiencephilippines.org
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