Report on Scuba Diving Trip to
Grand Cayman Island 28 October - 4 November 2007

Summary

I went for a week of diving on Grand Cayman Island (south of Cuba) and did a total of fourteen dives, including one shore dive and one extra dive to Stingray City, to feed the stingrays.

The water was warm, and quite clear, but there wasn't much in the way of fish life, big or small, and not much hard coral.  There was plenty of soft coral, but only small gorgonian fans.  I saw no sharks and only one turtle, but it was still all quite nice.  I managed to get a couple of deeper dives (down to 34 metres) on the walls.  In spite of the lack of fish life, I enjoyed it because of the clear, warm water, and nice terrain with some really good walls.
Unfortunately the weather was not at its best.  Although it was mostly sunny with scattered clouds, from time to time it was heavily overcast, and even raining.  The main thing was that there was a really strong wind, possibly the tail-end of a cyclone (Hurricane) north-east of Cuba.

Travel

My flights were on US Air from Baltimore Washington International airport (BWI) via Charlotte (North Carolina) to Grand Cayman Island.  I flew down on Sunday 28 October, arriving around 2pm, and I returned on Sunday 4 November, arriving home at 9pm.
There were no major hassles with the travel, but the time between connecting flights was short.  As usual, the airports were crowded and the security screening lines annoying.

Accommodation

I stayed at the Sunset House, which has an embedded scuba shop and diving operation.  The Sunset House is on the west side of the island, down on the southern corner.  In the normal course of events, the dive boat would depart from the ocean right in front of the hotel, which it in fact did on the first day.  However, because of really strong winds which were making waves crash over the boat-mooring area, on subsequent days we left from the more-sheltered south side.

The Sunset House complex included a very nice swimming pool, a restaurant and an outdoors-style large bar area, which was where I had most of my meals.  As breakfasts were included in my holiday package, I did actually have breakfast in the restaurant on a few days.

Diving

On the day I arrived, I installed myself in my room and went straight out to do a shore dive.  I checked in at the dive shop to do all the paper-work, and pick up some weights, and they told me that solo diving was absolutely forbidden.  So I had to wait for another couple of divers, and I went out with them.  The water was warm (so I only needed a lycra suit) and quite clear.  There wasn't much to see, apart from reef clumps, although there was a larger-than-life bronze statue of a mermaid.

It was really lucky that I did a shore dive on the Sunday, as the strong winds meant that all shore diving was cancelled from Monday afternoon on.  This was annoying, as my holiday package was for accommodation, two boat dives a day, and unlimited shore diving.  So apart from my Sunday shore dive, the rest of the diving was done as a morning double-dive from a boat.
I did my 12 boat dives using Nitrox, and they were generally organised as a deeper dive (max 30m/100ft) followed by a shallower dive after about 40 minutes of surface interval.  Sometimes, depending on conditions, they would do two shallow dives instead.

The daily procedure was generally to leave Sunset by mini-bus, and go to a jetty on the calmer south side.  There we would board a dive boat and go out a short distance to the dives sites.  The sites were all quite close together, and had permanent moorings.  Usually, if there was already a boat on the mooring we wanted, we just waited until the mooring became free.  After the dives, the mini-bus would take us back to the Sunset.

The first dive would be a 'follow the leader' style led by a dive guide, and the second would be in buddy pairs, doing your own thing.  Unfortunately, they limited the dives to 40-50 minutes, so even though I would happily have stayed much longer on some of the dives, I had to come back up.  None of my dives logged in at over 60 minutes.
The terrain was pretty much the same on all the sites - sand and reef shallows, with reef fingers running down to a reef wall, with its bottom at 60-70 metres, and then (I'm told) the walls drop gown to several thousands of metres.  Generally there was no current, and it was peaceful, easy diving.  There were also quite a lot of tunnels and large swim-throughs which were really nice.
Stingray City

Twice a week (Tuesdays and Fridays) there is the opportunity to do an extra, special dive at Stingray City.  There you get to watch the small stingrays being hand-fed small pieces of squid, and perhaps even participate in the feeding.

I booked in for the Tuesday afternoon Stingray City dive, and because of delays on our morning boat dive, I didn't have much time between arriving back from the morning dives, and heading off for the stingray dive.

Anyway, there was only me from Sunset House, so I was booked in with a different dive operator - "Don Fosters".  There were only four passengers on a huge 50-passenger barge, and two of them were snorkellers!  So there was me and one other lady as divers, plus Esteban the 'feeder' and a video-camera-lady to capture it all on video.

It was quite good, but there were only a dozen or so stingrays, and they were all very small, although a larger one did swing by half-way through.  Also, and quite uncharacteristic for this site, there was a quite-strong current, which was really annoying as we were trying to kneel and stay in one place.
The idea was to get a small piece of squid into your clenched fist, and the stingrays would smell it, and try to get it.  As long as you held your fist closed, they couldn't get it and you could lead them around by their nose!   Once you decided to let one eat it, you just opened your fist, held your hand flat, and the stingray would gobble it up.

I discovered that some of the stingrays could be quite aggressive in trying to get their feed, and they have small mouths, but a firm bite, with rasping plate-like teeth.  So I ended up with a couple of small 'bites' on my palm, but it was still really nice to be able to feed them.  You could also stroke them - they feel a bit like a mushroom underneath - all soft and silky.
Costs
The food was relatively expensive, but my pre-paid package included most of the other things, so I only had to pay extra for the stingray dive and the Nitrox fills.

All-up, it cost just over $US200 per dive, which is about the same a PNG or Solomon Island diving, but it wasn't quite as good.
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