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Jeddah

A 

ny diver possessing a 
Professional Associa-
tion of Diving Instruc-
tors (PADI) licence and 
a sense of adventure 

can spout off a list of top dive sites 
around the world. Kona Mantas in 
Hawaii comes to mind, as does Cod 
Hole at the Great Barrier Reef and 
Elephant Head Rock on the Similan 
Islands off Thailand.

Rarely making the top ten, or 
even the top 50, lists of best world-
wide dive spots is the Red Sea coast 
of Saudi Arabia. Sharm el-Sheikh 
in Egypt often gets a nod but Saudi 
Arabia is turning out to be the best-
kept secret in the diving world.

It comes as no surprise. Saudi 
Arabia is notoriously difficult to get 
into. One can’t simply obtain a visa 
at the airport but must be invited 
and usually have business in the 
kingdom.

That’s changing as the country 
is beginning to offer tourist visas, 
usually to large groups and more 
likely from South and East Asia. 
But Westerners have discovered 
that, with a little pluck and persis-
tence, they, too, can dive in the Red 
Sea if they book their trip through a 
Saudi-approved tour agency.

The diving scene has mush-
roomed over the past decade as ex-
perienced underwater enthusiasts 
have drifted away from Jeddah, 
long the central dive location, to 
venture to Yanbu to the north and 
the Farasan Islands to the south.

“We get a lot of people up here in 
Yanbu,” said Ahmed Al-Saidi, man-
ager at Dream Diver in Yanbu.

It’s no wonder. Of the Red Sea’s 
1,932-kilometre Saudi coastline, 
much of it featuring coral reefs, 
Yanbu offers perhaps the most pris-
tine dive venues in the country.

Yanbu is an industrial town of 
nearly 300,000 residents with a 
reputation that rests on petro-
chemical production. As recently as 
2010 it had little to offer domestic 
and foreign tourists. That changed, 
however, as private, family-friend-
ly resorts began to pop up and pro-
vide diving lessons and excursions. 
One can still drive several miles 

between the handful of resorts dot-
ting the coast but the real plus is the 
waters are virgin territory.

The Seven Sisters coral reef chain 
off the coast of Yanbu is perhaps the 
cleanest and most visually stunning 
venue in the kingdom. Marker No. 
39 on the southern area of the chain 
features hard and soft corals and is 
populated with squirrelfish, pick 
handle barracuda and red snapper. 
Marker No 41 features bigeye, dog-
tooth and bonito tuna while Marker 
No. 32 is a soft coral reef that tanta-
lises divers with its vibrant colours. 
It’s an underwater photographer’s 
paradise.

All-day excursions with two sep-
arate dives generally start at about 
$100 per person with open-water 
lessons starting at about $470 per 
person, Saidi said. Many dive 
shops, including Dream Diver, offer 
advanced courses in deep-sea, res-
cue and maintenance diving.

Fitzpatrick, 38, an American ex-
patriate, said he has been diving for 
about ten years.

“I earned my PADI certifications 
in Jeddah and had been diving there 
for some time before I came to Yan-
bu,” he said. “Believe me, Yanbu is 
the place to be. I still dive in Jeddah 
but Yanbu is a special treat.”

Yassir Sayti, who operates a dive 
excursion service at Al Ahlam Mari-
na north of Yanbu, said he has seen 
an increase in Jeddawis exploring 
Yanbu’s dive sites. “The divers want 
something different and Jeddah is 
familiar to everybody,” he said.

Expat and Saudi divers have 
expressed frustration with water 
conditions in Jeddah. Pollution 
remains a problem with the south-
ern portion of the Jeddah coastline 
polluted with domestic waste and 
the northern areas with domestic 
waste and petrol spills. Along the 
entire coast are nearly 200 species 
of coral with some damaged due to 
pollution.

In addition, overfishing — an 
estimated 8,000-10,000 fishing 
boats operate in the waters — have 
depleted some species, especially 
sharks. Yet the region’s large reef 
habitat and the relatively low coast-
al population give Saudis hope that 
the Jeddah waters will recover. 
The King Abdullah University of 
Science and Technology’s Red Sea 

Center and Reef Ecology Lab have 
made significant progress in iden-
tifying problem areas to implement 
plans for cleanup.

Although Jeddah remains the 
most popular and accessible dive 
sites, the southern region also pro-
vides abundant locations. About 
210 kilometres south of Jeddah and 
40 kilometres off the Jizan-Yemen 
Highway is the Farasan Banks, not 
to be confused with the Farasan 
Islands. The banks have depths 
reaching 500 metres to the east and 
west of the islands and as shallow 
as 10-40 metres on some plateaus.

At Farasan Islands, a group of 
coral islands, about 79 species of 
coral exist along with nesting areas 
for the hawksbill sea turtle and the 
green turtle.

By opening the country to for-
eign tourists, Saudi Arabia can pro-
mote its roses in Taif, its history at 
Mada’in Saleh, and the richness of 
the Hejaz and Najdi cultures. But 
for the adventure bound, diving at 
Yanbu, Jeddah or Jizan is virtually 
uncharted territory.

How to Get There:
Direct flights from London to Jed-

dah aboard Saudi Arabia Airlines 
start at about $700. Non-Saudi citi-
zens must have a visa to enter the 

country. From Jeddah, Yanbu and 
the Farasan Islands are accessible 
by bus or car rental. There are daily 
flights from Jeddah to Yanbu.

When to Go:
Scuba diving is a year-round ac-

tivity but late fall and early winter 
offer the best conditions.

Before You Go:
Contact a Saudi-approved tour 

agency to help secure proper doc-
umentation for the trip. Among 
the approved agencies are Zahid 
Travel Group (zahidtravel.com) and 
Al Mousim Travel and Tours (al-
mousim.com.sa) of Riyadh.

When You Get There:
There are numerous dive shops 

that offer lessons and PADI certi-
fication starting at about $470 per 
person. If you are certified, then 
daily dive excursions start at about 
$100. 

There may be rental fees for 
equipment, depending on the dive 
shop. Dream Diver (dreamdiver.
net) among other shops, offer dives 
at several locations along the coast.

Robert L. Wagner is an Arab 
Weekly contributor based in Saudi 
Arabia.
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Coral reefs at the Obhor coast, 30 km north of the Red Sea city of 
Jeddah.

A giant clam is seen nestled among coral reefs at the Obhor coast.Fish swim among coral reefs off the Obhor coast.

Djerba, Tunisia:
Through September 6th

The first Djerba Summer 
Festival is a month-long as-
sortment of events catering 
to diverse audiences. Bands, 
DJs  and dance performances, 
plays, film projections and 
comedy shows will take place 
at the Yadis Djerba Hotel 
starting at 2pm daily.

Beiteddine, Lebanon: 
Through September 8th

The Beiteddine Art Festival 
in the Chouf mountains 
showcases a variety of 
performances, from opera 
and concerts to theatre and 
art exhibitions. More than 
50,000 visitors are expected. 
In its 30th edition, the festi-
val hosted tenor Juan Diego 
Florez, soprano Anna Netreb-
ko, Marcel Khalife, Kadhim 
Al Sahir and other perform-
ers.  The closing ceremony on 
September 8th will feature a 
Khalil Gibran exhibition.

Tangier, Morocco: 
September 9th-13th

The 16th Tangier Jazz Festival 
includes renowned interna-
tional and local jazz artists 
for one of Morocco’s premier 
cultural events. Visitors 
will have the opportunity 
to attend free street perfor-
mances, free dance courses 
and jazz concerts.

Amman, Jordan: 
Through September 18th

Souk Jara offers street exhibi-
tions of food, books, clothes, 
handicrafts, antiques and 
paintings. The souk is along 
Rainbow Street in Jabal Am-
man. Every Friday people 
attend musical events, public 
jam sessions, talent shows, 
magic acts and other stage 
performances at Souk Jara 
Theatre.

Beirut, Lebanon: 
September 17th-20th

The fifth Beirut Art Fair will 
provide space for artists 
and galleries to exhibit their 
work, be it painting, draw-
ing, graphic design, installa-
tions pieces or performance, 
and  to mingle with and be 
inspired by other artists. The 
fair also allows collectors to 
browse some of the newest 
and most cutting-edge works 
in contemporary art from the 
Middle East, North Africa and 
South Asia.

London: October
20th-November 8th 

The Nour Festival of Arts 
shines light on the best of 
contemporary Middle East-
ern and North African arts 
and culture each October and 
November in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in 
London. The festival has a 
rich programme featuring ex-
hibitions, music, film, food, 
talks and dance.


