Nick Jones' Trip To Bonaire
10-17 February 2007

I went to Bonaire (aka Netherlands Antilles) for a scuba diving trip, as part of a group from Columbia Scuba, here in Maryland.  We flew down, via Jamaica, and stayed in Bonaire at Captain Don's Habitat.  I did two or three dives each day, for a total of 14 dives.  The diving was good; much better than Cozumel or Tobago, and the weather was kind to us.  There were no major flight delays, and everything worked out well - except that I suffered a bit from sunburn to my nose and ears!
Saturday 10 February 2007 - The Journey Starts
I set my alarm for 5.30am, showered, dressed and drove my car to 'Fastpark' the car-parking place at Baltimore-Washington International airport (BWI) where the shuttle took me to the airport.  We flew on Air Jamaica to Montego Bay, on the north coast of Jamaica (3 hour flight), and transferred to another Air Jamaica flight to Bonaire (1.5 hours).  On arrival in Bonaire, there was a KLM flight which arrived just before us, so it was a slow line to get through immigration, and a real mess getting our luggage.
Then we picked up four hire-cars for the group, and drove through the main city (well, small town) of Kraalendijk, to our accommodation.
Accommodation

We stayed at Captain Don's Habitat - pretty much dedicated to scuba diving in the early day, but now a general resort and restaurant, with a separate diving operation.  Unfortunately, I ended up in a small room, sharing with one other person.  I didn't think much of it, but then I saw some of the other rooms - much more spacious than ours.  Also, out toilet flushing-device kept breaking down.  As the room was quite small, they had put the wardrobe and clothes hanging space in the bathroom!
We had a TV with cable (40 channels of rubbish) and a small bar-fridge.  We had a coffee maker, but nothing to put into it, so we gave it away to some others in our group who had brought their own coffee.  There was a small microwave oven as well. The TV also had a DVD/VCR attached, and I don't think any of the other rooms had one.

The air-conditioner was good, and kept the place pleasantly cool.  Our room had a small safe - big enough for passports and a wallet - so I used it to store my cash.
Interestingly, Bonaire is not at all over-developed.  Only the coastal fringes seem to have much in the way of houses.  One of the reasons may be that Bonaire doesn't have any fresh water.  All the domestic water supply is from a large oil-fired desalination unit.  This meant that the tap water was safe to drink - always a concern in strange places!
Diving

Bonaire is a kidney-shaped island, with a smaller island (Kleine Bonaire) off the west side.  The waters around just about the entire island form a marine park, and they don't let you wear gloves at all, unless you have a doctor's certificate saying you must wear gloves.  In spite of a lengthy e-mail exchange with the marine park authority, they wouldn't make an exception for me, so I had to dive without gloves.
Dives were conducted at 8.30am, 11.15am and 2.00pm which didn't give you much time between dives.  The dive boat would depart, and generally tied up at a mooring.  Some dives were drift dives, but they would tie up at one mooring, deposit us, and then move the boat during the dive.  All dives were led by a guide, but we could wander off if we liked.
We had a 12-dive package, but I only used 11 of them.  We paid separately for a boat dive on the 'wild' (east) side of the island, from a large inflatable 'zodiac' boat (which I when I succumbed to sunburn), and we had free, unlimited shore diving.  The first dive I did at Bonaire was from the shore just in front of our accommodation, and it was most impressive.

At Capt Don's they provide dive lockers for the divers - you just have to provide your own padlock, which I did.

I started off wearing just a lycra suit (the Americans call them 'skins') but I switched to a 2mm wetsuit as I was getting a bit cold towards the end of the dives.

The Dive Boats

For the first two days we were on a small but good dive boat, with an under-cover area, twin outboard motors and one ladder to get back into the boat after the dive.  

Unfortunately they had trouble with one engine, so we transferred to a 'barge' boat which was actually a tri-hull vessel, with a flat deck, twin outboard motors and two ladders.  Entry from this boat was by stepping off the bow which was just above water level.
What we saw

More to the point, what didn't we see!  Well, no sharks, no big fish, and no nudibranchs.  We saw one feather star, and everyone was really excited.  Apparently they're uncommon here.  We saw really good soft corals, and prolific sponges - mostly tall tube-sponges.  There were large schools of small fish, and the occasional turtle.
We did one dive where there was actually some rubbish in the water - a few beer bottles and some car tyres.  The point here is that in most diving destinations, dive sites are fairly littered with rubbish, but in Bonaire they seem to take a lot more care with their underwater areas.  In fact, diving is a major tourist attraction for Bonaire, and it's even listed separately on the immigration forms.
The visibility was quite good at 15-20 metres, and all of the sites had permanent moorings.

Eating

We ate some meals at the large outdoor restaurant at Capt Don's, but we also went out some evenings to other restaurants where we had quite good food and wine.
Breakfast at Captain Don's was included in our package, but not being a breakfast-person, I only had coffee.  It took me a while to wake up to the fact that I could make a nice sandwich at breakfast, put it in our fridge, and eat it later.

Saturday 17 February 2007 - The Journey Ends

Our last day in Bonaire was quite relaxing, as our flight out wasn't until late-afternoon.  Checkout time from Capt Don's was noon, so we slept in, had breakfast (and I made a sandwich for later).  Then I returned my (unused) beach towel and safe-key, and paid my hotel bill - all that I owed was for a 'energy surcharge' - which means they didn't do their sums properly, and they had under-costed the accommodation.  I paid my separate restaurant food bill, which I had been charging to my room, and that was without any drama.
I had expected to use up all the boat dives in our package, and then buy additional dives, but the way the dives were scheduled meant that to do three boat dives, you had to miss, or really rush, lunch.  Subsequently, I hadn't used up all my pre-paid boat dives (no refund!).

We drove off just after noon, and checked our bags in at the airport, and we also purchased our departure tax ($US 32).  An interesting incident - the whole island lost the telephone line link, and all the ATMs and credit-cards were unusable.  A lot of passengers at the airport had no cash, and for some reason the vendors on the island had no backup plan for using manual credit cards impressions.  So people couldn't buy anything, and in particular, passengers couldn't buy their departure tax.  Eventually Air Jamaica had to help them out (in some way).
Out outwards flight was delayed, as the aircraft had come from the USA which was in the grip of snow-storms, and all flights were running late.  This meant that our transfer at Montego Bay was a rushed affair, but then we had to sit on the plane until they had transferred the luggage.

The flight back was long and boring, and the Air Jamaica food and in-flight entertainment sucks!  The advertised movie wasn't screened at all, and most of the 'entertainment' was adverts!

We finally arrived home at BWI, where we cleared immigration very quickly, and customs even quicker - I guess the staff were anxious to get home.  I caught the Fastpark shuttle and they dropped me off at my car - which was surrounded by snow and ice.  While the engine was warming, I removed a big sheet of frozen snow from the bonnet.  I drove home cautiously as I thought there may have been ice on the roads, but they were all clear - courtesy of the snow ploughs.

I arrived home just before midnight, and collected a week's worth of junk mail from my letterbox.

Costs
All-up the trip cost me $USD 2400 which worked out at about $AUD220 per dive - quite expensive.

Links to Bonaire:   



http://www.geographia.com/bonaire/


http://www.infobonaire.com/


http://www.bmp.org/

Link to Capt Don's Habitat:   



http://www.habitatdiveresorts.com/bonaire/

Nick
