
126
2magazine

127
www.2-mag.com

The GreaT Barrier Reef, off the coast of 
Queensland in northeast Australia is a vast 
marine park – the largest UNESCO World 
Heritage Area on the planet (it extends 
along the coastline for some 2,300 km) – 
that offers every level of diver one of the 
most diverse and beautiful underwater 
environments to explore. Beneath the waves, 
there are rich and abundant coral reefs, 
fiercely protected by law to help preserve this 
fascinating natural wonder.

Incorporating 600 islands and 300 
coral cays, the Great Barrier Reef spans 
approximately 348,000 square kilometer (akin 
to the size of the UK) and is home to over 
8,000 species of mollusc, over 1,500 species 
of fish, shark and ray, over 400 species of 
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coral, 30 species of whale and dolphin, 22 
species of sea birds, and six species of sea 
turtles, according to the Marine Park Authority, 
responsible for the use, management and 
protection of this amazing site.

Cairns, located on the coast in tropical 
north Queensland, is the ideal gateway to 
access the Great Barrier Reef and offers the 
widest variety of tourist attractions. There 
is a smooth-running international airport, 
serviced by many different carriers, as well 
as excellent accommodation options to suit 
all budgets. It’s a small and intimate city, with 
all the mod-cons necessary before and after 
trips out to the Great Barrier Reef, including 
entertainment, casinos, dining and shopping 
possibilities. All of this is surrounded by 

a verdant landscape and set against a 
mountainous World Heritage-listed rainforest 
backdrop. Apparently, these tropical 
rainforests are the oldest surviving in the 
world, dating back around 135 million years. In 
and around Cairns, there is as much to amuse 
on land as off-shore.

By far the most convenient and productive 
way to explore the very best of the Great 
Barrier Reef and Coral Sea is aboard a 
multi-day overnight dive trip, known as a 
liveaboard, quite literally because you live 
aboard the boat. Not merely for divers, sea-
loving snorkelers and marine-life enthusiasts 
are equally at home on such trips. Choosing 
the right liveaboard is an art unto itself – to 
avoid overcrowding, poor meals and lousy 
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noT All liveABoArds Are equAl. iT’s worTh  
doing your reseArCh To ensure you’re geTTing 

whAT you pAy for.

accommodation aboard, especially since 
even the less favorable options around are 
still pricey. Not all liveaboards are equal. 
It’s worth doing your research to ensure 
you’re getting what you pay for, in addition to 
ensuring you visit the most interesting reefs, 
with the most experienced dive guides and 
most knowledgeable captains. Depending 
on the amount of time you have available, 
you can take an all-inclusive liveaboard for 
two nights up to a week, or even charter 
your own private boat.

Established in 1983, Pro Dive (www.
prodivecairns.com) specializes in dive 
courses, three-day dive trips and watersport 
retail stores. The company is an excellent 
choice, especially for the more novice divers 
or those wishing to learn. They offer great 
value for money, with purpose-built Outer Reef 
liveaboards, fully airconditioned and catered. 
Cabins are double or twin accommodation 
and all boats have large lounge, dining, dive 
and sun deck areas. Staff are fun, friendly 

and experienced. Trips depart and return every 
three days to over 16 exclusive dive sites on 
four different outer reefs, and they avoid visiting 
the same dive site more than twice per trip. 
Reassuringly, they also provide a 100 percent 
money-back guarantee should you decide, 
for any reason, to cancel your trip – although 
be sure to read the cancellation policy before 
signing up for anything.

If you opt for a five-day dive course with 
them, the first two days are spent in the 
classroom and pool, before heading out to 
sea to complete the certification. Be prepared 
for an early morning start as you head out 
from your hotel at around 6am. Pack light as 
storage about the boat is very limited. All you 
really need is your dive gear (if you have your 
own), swimmers, towels, toiletries, sunscreen, 
shades and a hat. If you’re already certified, 
bring proof and your logbook. Should you be 
traveling with a non-diver, there is a reduced 
rate for the snorkel-only option. 
The Outer Reef dive sites are located 
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Tea plantation of The Royal Project (TaT)

approximately three hours off Cairns, and 
so mobile phone reception is still available 
in most dive site areas, and the boat has 
Wi-Fi connectivity (for a fee). You spend 
two nights aboard that seem to pass all too 
quickly, as you get up to 11 dives (nine during 
the day and two at night). 

When you’re not diving you’re either eating, 
sleeping or sunbathing, and at the end of 
each day you’re thoroughly and contentedly 
exhausted. There’s more food than you can 
possibly hope to consume, as there is a meal 
or snack before and after every dive. With up 
to four dives a day, that’s a lot of munching. 
Never fear, however, diving burns a lot of 
calories, as well as dehydrates considerably, 
so be sure to keep your complimentary 
sports water bottle bearing the Pro Dive logo 
continuously filled and guzzle frequently.

With Pro Dive, you are able to discover the 
reef at your leisure with your dive buddy, as 
unguided tours are recommended. You really 
cannot get yourself too lost. Visibility in the 
water is generally fabulous and exactly by 
allowing herself to get lost around the reef is 
how this writer had the very first breathtaking 
encounter – in ten years of diving – with an 
elusive, stunning six-metre long whale shark. 
It had just suddenly appeared from the deep 
blue to check out what curious creatures 
were creating the bubbles. This is one of 
the most astonishing things about the Great 
Barrier Reef – you never know just what 
you’re going to get from each dive, until you 
surface and share your excitement with the 
other guests and dive masters back on board.
Simply having the opportunity to dive the 

Great Barrier Reef is undoubtedly a luxury 
unto itself. Yet, the pleasure adventure 
seeker may well wish to splash out with the 
ultimate in sea-faring comfort. This comes 
in the form of the Spirit of Freedom (www.
spiritoffreedom.com.au). As the name 
suggests, this beautiful vessel helps you to 
escape in style into the Great Barrier Reef 
and visit the Cod Hole, Ribbon Reefs and 
Coral Sea, going much further afield than 
many other dive operators. Also, she happens 
to be one of the largest liveaboard dive boats 
in Australia, equipped with all the creature 
comforts, and ideal for cruising the ocean 
without a whiff of homesickness. 

Seasickness is minimized too, given the 
electronic stabilizers making for a smooth 
ride. There is a large sun deck and outdoor 
lounging area, and the dive deck is incredibly 
spacious (no jostling for elbow room or 
reserving sun beds at dawn needed), with 
ample room given to clean cameras and 
video equipment. Indoors all areas are fully 
air-conditioned, there are wide-screen 
TVs, a DVD player, a lounge area with bar 
and space to charge your laptop, phone or 
underwater camera. 

In the separate dining room, exquisite 
gourmet meals – with wine at dinner-time 
– are prepared by the on-board personal 
chef, who also caters to special dietary 
requirements (advance notice required). 
Gluten-free, lactose-free or vegetarian 
are of no inconvenience for their versatile, 
creative chef. Accommodation is decidedly 
luxurious with en-suite bathrooms, and 
service is second-to-none, including daily 
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room cleaning. 
The captain and crew are conscientious, 

attentive and always smiling, ready to assist in 
any way to make your stay more comfortable 
– from the moment you step on board. They 
won’t even go to bed until all the guests 
have retired to their rooms. Should you suffer 
from insomnia, the crew member manning 
the night-shift in the wheelhouse is more 
than happy for you to pop up for a chat, as 
they down their umpteenth coffee to ensure 
they don’t nod off. A visit here at any time 
during your trip is worthwhile and welcomed, 
to see where it all happens. Just don’t get 
tempted to start pushing any buttons on the 
navigation equipment...

Spirit of Freedom offers three-, four- and 
seven-day dive cruises, but the three-day 
cruise to Cod Hole and the Ribbon Reefs 
departing on Mondays offers something quite 
spectacular into the bargain. Not only do you 
get to experience the world-famous Cod Hole 
– with guaranteed encounters and feeding 
with a family of giant potato cod – and 
the turquoise waters of the Ribbon Reefs, 
teeming with clouds of tropical fish, turtles, 
anenomes, turtles and sizeable olive sea 
snakes, charming their way through pristine 
coral gardens, but there’s more. 

Departing Mondays on a three-day trip 
means you power all the way up north 
through the first night, but in order to 
maximize your dive opportunities, they do 
not waste your time bringing you all the way 
back by boat. Instead, after up to 11 dives, 
the no-flight rule for at least 18-24 hours for 
divers does not apply to low-level flights, so 

Spirit of Freedom cabin View of the cairns bay
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TRAVEL ESSENTIALS

Climate
The area has a distinctly monsoonal climate, so 
you can expect tropical downpours in Australian 
summer (roughly December-February). The 
islands are hot during summer months, and 
warm even in winter (June-August). The water 
temperature is mild to cool, varying only by a few 
degrees between the seasons. 
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ONE FOR THE ROAD

Recommended
Take-alongs
sure, you’ll Be spending A loT of Time on A BoAT, BuT 
who’s To sAy you hAve To look like A deCk hAnd? 
pACking A few sTylish essenTiAls will ensure you 
projeCT The imAge of A fAshion-sAvvy And seAsoned 
TrAveler – no mATTer where you Are.

Bally leather boat shoes

comme des garçons cardigan

Lyle & Scott mulit stripe polo shirt

Frankie morello swimshorts

Jack Spade canvas duffle bag

Topman

Ray-Ban tortoise shell sunglasses

WHERE TO STAY IN CAIRNS

Novotel Oasis Resort
(www.novotelcairnsresort.com.au)  

The Sebel Cairns
(www.sebelcairns.com)  

USEFUL LINKS

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority
(www.gbrmpa.gov.au)  

Australian Tourist Commission
(www.atc.net.au)

Cairns & Great Barrier Reef / 
Tropical North Queensland
(www.cairnsgreatbarrierreef.org.au)

Pro Dive 
(www.prodivecairns.com)

Spirit of Freedom 
(www.spiritoffreedom.com)

THE COST

Pro Dive’s (three-day/two-night) liveaboard 
dive trips start from around 18,000 baht 
per certified diver (about 16,000 baht for 
snorkellers). Double cabins are approximately 
nine square meters and bathrooms are shared.

Spirit of Freedom’s (three-day/three-night 
liveaboard dive trips start from around 39,000 
baht (four-day trips from 48,000 baht), while 
the seven-day/seven-night trips cost around 
80,000 baht. The ensuite Stateroom cabins are 
13 square meters, and feature a flatscreen TVs 
and DVD players.

(Both offer last-minute deals when trips are 
not fully-booked.)

they include a low-level one-hour scenic 
flight above the Great Barrier Reef from the 
renowned Lizard Island (home to the much-
hyped ‘world’s greatest job winner’) back to 
the airport in Cairns. The flight comes after 
taking you on an informative walking tour 
of the island too. This is truly a remarkable 
and unique way to round off the trip and the 
aerial views are priceless. Those departing 
Thursdays fly in at a higher level, which is 
still a treat, to join the boat waiting offshore.

For both companies, last-minute deals can 
drop to as much as half price, dependant 
on numbers. However, you can’t always be 
guaranteed to get yourself a much sought-
after spot on board, so try to book well in 
advance. This is especially true for Spirit of 
Freedom, as spaces tend to fill up fast, what 
with fewer passengers going out per trip. 
The Great Barrier Reef is a definite must on 
a lifetime’s bucket list, however you choose 
to explore it. 2

The 500 Fathoms GMT comes from the 
manufacturer of the first ever modern diver’s 
wristwatch, Blancpain. The brushed titanium 
48mm case is good to depths of 1,000 meters, 
and an automatic decompression valve ensures 
absolute reliability from the mechanical 
movement.

Jurlique Sun Lotion SPF30+, now 
available in a travel-friendly 30ml size, 
is a complete and balanced, non-
greasy moisturizer for face and body, 
and provides a broad spectrum of 
sun protection against harmful UV-A, 
UV-B and UV-C rays. Suitable for all 
skin types.


