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Turquoise blue as far as the eye can see, 
tiny orange anthias and vibrant purple 
walls; it’s got to be the Red Sea.
TexT AND PhoTos RichARD SMiTh 

The Desert’s  
Wet Playground

(Dive West)



42  

May-Jun 2011  |  AsianDiver.com 

The Red Sea is a great dive destination for many reasons; 
it can hook a novice diver into the sport for life or reignite 
passion in a jaded veteran. The dive industry is one of the 
most developed in the world with shore based and liveaboard 
activities spanning all price ranges from budget to luxury. 
Most importantly, the diving is great.

This is an area of extreme contrasts. The land is 
exceptionally arid, barely a plant grows, and the average 
rainfall is less than one centimetre per year. The parched 
and dusty land spills abruptly into the azure sea, where 
immediately below the water line it bustles with life and more 
colours than a painter’s palette. Rather than being hindered 

by the desolate terrestrial landscape, the coral reefs of the 
Red Sea are shaped by the conditions above. The amazing 
blue water here is a result of the very limited rainfall and 
without freshwater hindering their growth, the corals are 
able to almost completely fringe the land’s contours. It is one 
of the world’s saltiest bodies of water due to high levels of 
evaporation into the moisture-less atmosphere. So much so 
that divers need to wear a couple of extra pounds in weight to 
compensate for the extra salt content of the water.

Eight countries border the Red Sea but the majority of 
diving takes place along the coasts of those in the north and 
northeast; including Egypt, Jordan, Israel and Sudan.  The 
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Marine life 
The Red Sea is connected by a very narrow strait of water to the indian Ocean, 
which over millions of years has dried up several times cutting it off from the 
rest of the world. During these periods, much like the giant tortoises of the 
Galapagos islands, the animals evolved in isolation and now around 
fifteen percent of Red Sea coral reef fishes are found no where else. 
These include the iconic masked butterflyfish, a stunning nudibranch 
(Nembrotha megalocera) and even a 2 centimetre long dwarf seahorse 
(hippocampus debelius).

Wrecks
 After the opening of the Suez canal in 1869 the amount of boat traffic 
navigating the maze of reefs of the Red Sea increased dramatically.  This 
inevitably led to many accidents and lost lives.  The wrecks from the late 
nineteenth century remain but are now covered in dense coral growth and fish 
life.  The most famous wreck of the Red Sea, the Thistlegorm, was sunk during 
World War ii and now lies perfectly within reach of recreational divers.  it is in 
good condition and its intriguing cargo of war supplies remain; bikes, trucks 
and a train carriage. 

hoW To GeT There
Egypt is served by international airports in Alexandria, cairo, Luxor, and 
hurghada on the mainland, and at Sharm el Sheikh on the Sinai Peninsula.  
Flights are available from most major African, Asian, North American and 
European cities. 

EgyptAir serves all airports. Alexandria airport is served by Olympic 
Airlines. Luxor Airport now has direct flights from many European cities via Air 
France and Lufthansa. hurghada Airport is also serviced by Lufthansa, while 
Sharm el Shaykh Airport receives charter flights from Germany and France.

Marsa Alam, Asyut, Aswan, and Abu Simbel are the other airports  
in Egypt.

When To Go
Dive season in the Red Sea is year-round with visibility averaging 30 metres. 
From the second half of November to the end of March, there are less crowds 
and the climate is cooler with strong winds. Manta rays and whale sharks 
are most commonly spotted between April and June. Water temperatures are 
excellent at this time, but the air temperature on land is very hot. For a good 

balance, dive between September and early November – the air temperature 
is bearable and the water is warm.

TerresTrial Treasures
 To non-divers, Egypt is most famous for its ancient ruins and cultural 
treasures.  Many of these are found along the Nile River, which flows parallel 
to the Red Sea and is most easily accessed by short domestic flight to cairo.  
As well as being the country’s capital, cairo is also home to the Great Pyramid 
of Giza, built around 2550 Bc.  From here many tours follow the Nile south, 
taking in amongst others the ancient sites at Thebes and Abu Simbel.

in late summer an altogether different kind of wildlife spectacle can 
be seen off Ras Mohamed.  if looming clouds darken the skies above i 
recommend an umbrella; but this is not rain – it is tens of thousands of white 
storks migrating south from Europe to avoid the winter.

Travel TiPs
Recently several countries in the Middle East have experienced political 
change with large-scale demonstrations. Egyptian unrest did not reach the 
Red Sea resorts but many services were temporarily affected due to the 
situation in the rest of the country. Everything has now returned to normal  
on the coast but tourists have not yet returned. This is a good time to get  
great deals and bring some much needed tourist dollars back into  
the economy.

accoMMoDaTion
Dahab – Bishbishi Garden Village (www.bishbishi.com)
sharm el sheikh – Bay View hotel (www.bayviewsharm.com)
hurghada - Sea Garden hotel (www.seagarden.com.eg)
Marsa alam - Elphistone Resort (www.elphistone.com)

Dive oPeraTors – 
Land-based - there are many options but amongst my favourites are:
Sharm el Sheikh –camel Dive (www.cameldive.com)
hurghada & Marsa Alam – Emperor Divers (www.emperordivers.com)
Liveaboards - 
Egypt: Scuba Travel (www.scubatravel.com)
   Regal Dive (www.regal-diving.co.uk)
Egypt to Sudan – Royal Evolution (www.royalevolution.com)
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richard smith has recently completed his PhD on the biology and conservation 
of pygmy seahorses. He has been diving since 1996 and has travelled the world 
photographing and studying the ocean realm. 

extremely short coastlines of Jordan and Israel centre their 
diving operations around the towns of Aqaba and Eilat 
respectively. Sudan has accessibility as a liveaboard destination 
but the political situation of the country has restricted mass 
tourism. Some operators conduct return itineraries from 
Egypt to Sudan so guests never have to set foot on Sudanese 
soil. This area is well-known for its big creatures, including 
schooling hammerhead sharks and mantas, depending on the 
season. With the development of several coastal hubs and  
resort areas, Egypt attracts the greatest share of Red Sea  
dive tourism.

Year round sun, fascinating history and amiable people 
have made Egypt a perennially popular holiday destination. 
It is easily accessed with package tours from Europe and 
international flights from the east. Dahab, Sharm el Sheikh, 
Hurghada and Marsa Alam are most popular for divers and 
each has many sites accessible by day boats. The sheer number 
of divers that visit these locations has also encouraged a 
variety of liveaboard operations as they allow access to sites 
beyond the reach of day boats. Sadly this is one of the down 
sides of diving in the Red Sea, as at certain times of the year 
there can be tens of boats on popular sites. Surprisingly the 
reefs still appear to be in relatively good condition, but you 
can only wonder how it would’ve been to dive them with 
Cousteau in the 1960s!

Some of the best dive sites in Egypt are dotted around 
the coast and it’s hard to recommend one area over another.  
In the north, Sharm el Sheikh has easy access to the Ras 
Mohammed National Park where dive traffic is regulated  
and the reefs act as a showcase for Red Sea diving.  
Under protection since 1983, the closure of certain areas  
and relatively lower visitor numbers nurture some  
spectacular reefs. 

Marsa Alam is a newer Red Sea tourist town with a new 
international airport, harbour and many accommodation 
options. Prior to the airport’s opening, access to Elphinstone 
reef was restricted to liveaboards but it is now possible to dive 
this site by day boat from Marsa Alam. The 300-metre long, 
narrow reef is like a buffet trolley that attracts many predatory 
fishes. Grey reef, hammerhead, oceanic white tip and even 
thresher sharks can be seen here. Unfortunately too many 
divers may push these creatures into deeper water beyond the 
reach of recreational divers.

Liveaboards provide access to many out-of-reach sites.  
Deserving special mention is the deep south, in the area 
bordering Sudan and the Brothers Islands. This is the last 
remaining frontier of Egyptian diving, where sharks, turtles 
and other big creatures are plentiful. This is an area for 
experienced divers only as strong currents and remote dive 
sites may unnerve the newbie. The same is true for the 
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Brothers Islands, which are a 
pair of islets, “Big Brother” 
and “Little Brother”, that lie 
equidistant between Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia. 

Red Sea diving is really like 
no other; the monochromatic 
desert meets the kaleidoscopic reef 
in an assault on the senses, wrecks are 
reclaimed by soft corals and the expansive blue is only 
interrupted by millions of tiny orange anthias. 


