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“Mantas to your left - whale shark to your right”

A holiday in the Maldives – January/February 2011

By Peter Williams

Peter and Penny going on holiday to the Maldives?  Are they planning to sit on a beach
for a week or two?  That doesn’t sound very likely.

The Maldives is best known as a honeymoon destination, and the most common
description you hear is “paradise”.  Little islands with white sandy beaches, thatched
cottages and palm trees.  Not so far from paradise.

But the Maldives is also a destination for snorkellers and scuba divers, which was one of
our reasons for visiting.  The other was to search out the whales and dolphins which are
found in this part of the Indian Ocean.

The holiday was simplicity itself.  After one day on one of the (less luxurious) resort
islands, we lived on a rather smart boat for seven days, snorkelling above coral reefs
once or twice daily, and filling the intervening time with whale- and dolphin-watching.
Naturetrek had chartered the entire boat, which meant that all 15 of the group shared
the same interests.  Our guides were Chas Anderson, who is a marine biologist who has
worked in the Maldives for almost 30 years, and Paul Marshall who is Naturetrek’s web
designer but also a cetacean enthusiast.  The two of them, with Penny and a couple of
others in the group, spent most of the holiday on the top deck of the boat, looking out
for whales and dolphins.

Life on the boat –the Ari Queen – was very comfortable.  The food was excellent and
freshly prepared, often including fish that had just been caught.  We were fortunate to
be allocated one of the cabins on the upper deck so we had full picture windows rather
than a porthole just above water level.

The boat was accompanied throughout by a traditional Maldavian dhoni, which acted as
our tender, and rescue boat when we were snorkelling.

The snorkelling was spectacular, in water that really is almost the same temperature as
a bath.  Every day we would see at least four or five new species of fish and there were
large shoals of brilliantly coloured fish as well as the individual beauties such as Moorish
Idol and the numerous varieties of Butterflyfish and Parrotfish.  The photographs on the
website (www.blue-whale.co.uk/maldives) show some of the huge range of fish with
which we swam, including on one memorable day three huge manta rays feeding on
plankton and – simultaneously – a whale shark that, it was agreed afterwards, was some
twenty feet long.  The whale shark is the largest fish in the sea and, fortunately, it too is
a plankton eater.  The visibility of the water was poor on that occasion, but as it was the
plankton making it murky, and that was what attracted both the mantas and the shark,
it would be churlish to complain.  There can have been few occasions on which
snorkellers have been told “mantas are to your left and the whale shark is to your right”
!

The cetaceans were numerous as well, but mostly in the form of dolphins.  On our last
day, we were surrounded by hundreds of spinner dolphins all intent on showing off in the
sunshine, leaping out of the water like Tom Daley in reverse.  We also saw bottle-nosed
dolphins and Risso’s dolphins, and pilot whales which are more dolphin-sized than whale-
sized.  Apart from one sperm whale which dived while we were still some distance from
it, there were no good views of whales; however there was as good a view as one gets
of pygmy sperm whales ie getting to within a few hundred yards of them before they
dived.
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There were also occasional birds, but they are not numerous in the Maldives because
there are no sources of fresh water there.

Part of the reason for the scarcity of whales was the unusually windy weather.  Normally
one would expect calm, sunny weather at this time of year, but La Niña, younger sister
of El Niño, is having a major adverse effect on the weather this year (floods in Australia,
for example), and this is affecting the weather in the Maldives to some extent.  (El Niño
warms the waters in the Pacific Ocean, and La Niña cools them.)  We were fortunate that
it was overcast and grey on only a couple of days (although still very warm, as the
Maldives lie on the equator).  It was pretty windy for most of the holiday, however,
which gave us some uncomfortable times at sea during the day (the boat was not built
with windy weather in mind) and made spotting whales among the waves quite difficult.
It also made the underwater photography more difficult as the waves would move us
just as we were taking a photo!  However, overnight was more comfortable, as we were
able to shelter overnight among the islands.

The Maldives

For those who know as little about the Maldives as we did at the start of the holiday,
here is a short lesson.  The Maldives is a sovereign country that lies on the equator, to
the west of India, stretching some 500 miles from north to south.  The country is formed
of a set of coral atolls (the word “atoll” is a Maldavian word) formed around now-
vanished volcanoes above a mid-ocean ridge beneath the Indian Ocean.  You can read
all about atolls on Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atolls).

The Maldives has some 400,000 inhabitants, of whom a quarter live in the capital of
Male’, which is a small yet very built-up island in the centre of the island chain.

The inhabitants are strictly Muslim, which does not fit well with the hedonism of the
tourism industry.  This dilemma has been resolved by isolating the Maldavians from the
tourists, and they meet only in the many resort islands, and in those villages that the
tourists are allowed to visit.  Maldavians are not allowed to drink alcohol, even though
the staff on the resort islands are serving it to the tourists every day.  Until elections in
2008, President Gayoom’s rule was a repressive one and there were pro-democracy
protests in 2004 and 2005.  Apparently human rights have now been restored under the
rule of the new President, Mohamed Nasheed.

The Maldives are perhaps best-known for being the lowest country in the world, with an
average height of about one metre and a maximum height of two metres or so.  The
country is widely expected to be inundated by rising sea levels by the end of the century
and the Government is currently creating a new island near Male’, two metres above sea
level, onto which it is planned to move at least half the current inhabitants of Male’.
What is to happen to the other half is not yet clear, but it is rumoured that arrangements
have been made to move the population to islands that currently form part of another
country.  Australia’s name keeps cropping up in this context but no-one is actually sure.

The is plenty more information about the Maldives at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maldives.


