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O 

man’s Daymaniyat Is-
lands have rightfully 
earned their nickname 
The Aquarium. Located 
an easily accessible dis-

tance from Muscat, the archipelago 
is a nature reserve on UNESCO’s 
tentative list of world natural her-
itage sites and one of many div-
ing paradises along the sultanate’s 
1,700-kilometre coastline.

Over the past two decades, Oman 
has gradually opened its borders to 
travellers and is rapidly gaining a 
reputation for the quality and vari-
ety of its diving.

Boasting long stretches of un-
spoiled white sandy beaches and 
crystal-clear waters, it has 40 rec-
ognised diving spots spread out 
along the coast from Musandam 
peninsula, the country’s northern-
most province at the entrance of 
the Arabian Gulf, to Salalah in the 
southern Dhofar region bordering 
Yemen.

Many sites have been declared 
natural reserves, including the pen-
insula of Bar al-Hikman south of 
Muscat and the Hallaniyat Islands 
in Dhofar, hosting endangered spe-
cies such as green turtles and the 
Arabian humpbacked whale.

The Gulf of Oman and the Ara-
bian Sea are rich with coral reefs, 
making the area home to an ex-
traordinary habitat with a wide 
variety of sea creatures, according 
to environmental scientist Glyn 
Barrett.

“I did dive in a number of spec-
tacular places around the world 
such as the Great Barrier Reef in 
Australia, the Astrolabe Reef in 
Fiji and national parks in Thai-
land. Each one of these locations 
was special in its own right and the 

Daymaniyat Islands of Oman are 
certainly world class with a great 
diversity of colourful underwater 
life,” Barrett said.

While there are regional vari-
ations, Oman’s waters are best 
known for sting, eagle and torpedo 
rays, some species of reef sharks, a 
wide variety of moray eels, snake 
eels and lion and scorpion fish in 
addition to regular reef fish.

“There is certainly seasonal 
variation in activity and therefore 
possible sightings of charismatic 
marine life such as whale sharks, 
which are most active from July 
through to September,” Barrett 
said, noting, however, that “visibil-
ity is not at its clearest at this time, 
so corals won’t be as spectacular”.

“It depends on what you really 
want… Nevertheless, The Aquar-
ium diving site at Daymaniyat has 
never failed to fill me with awe.”

Divers of all experience levels 
can enjoy dive sites accessible from 
Muscat and the coastline to the 
south. Coral growth is generally ex-
ceptionally healthy, with different 
types of coral and plankton-rich 

waters that attract a large amount 
of marine life. There are few cur-
rents and dives range in depth from 
10 to 30 metres along coral-flanked 
stony walls.

Oman is increasingly gaining the 
reputation as the best destination 
for scuba diving in the region, host-
ing what has been listed as the fifth 
best diving site in the world at the 
Daymaniyat archipelago. The num-
ber of diving centres has grown 
substantially in the last few years 
as the water sport is becoming a 
popular pastime for residents and 
holidaymakers.

“Diving certainly seems to be 
taking off in Oman. There are al-
ready some really good Omani dive 
instructors who are professional 
and knowledgeable. As awareness 
of the environment continues to 
develop, there will definitely be an 
increase in Omani divers,” Barrett 
noted.

In addition to being available 
at different places along the coast 
from Musandam to Salalah, dive 
centre activities are fairly afford-
able, Barrett said.

“You can get away on a boat trip 
with two dives and all equipment 
together with snacks and good 
company for a little less than 50 
Omani riyals (about $130). Com-
pared to a number of other places 
in the world, this is a competitive 
price and certainly worth it,” he 
said.

Diving in Oman can be done 
throughout the year but for Oma-
ni diver Saeed al-Lamki, the best 
time is in May and August when 
water temperature is comfortable, 
though visibility is not the clearest.

“Compared to other diving sites, 
Oman has a richer feel to its reefs 
with many more colours as well 
as apparent variety of species. Al-
though this might not be statisti-
cally proven so… somehow that’s 
the feeling I have when diving 
here,” said Lamki, a radiologist.

Diving centres, he said, have 
been thriving as more people are 
interested in exploring Oman’s 
underwater wealth. “I think there 
is an increase in the number of di-
vers. It seems there are more and 
more Omanis talking about their 
diving experiences than before,” he 
said.

For Lamki, one of his best dives 
was at The Aquarium. “I have had a 
few exceptional experiences in my 
life, including an amazingly colour-
ful and vibrant dive at The Aquar-
ium; a shark dive in the Bahamas 
and a spectacular cave dive in Fiji,” 
he said.

Strong storms and typhoons that 
battered the Omani coast in the 
past three years have damaged a 
number of dive sites but Barrett as-
sures that the “corals were recover-
ing quickly”.

For him, the sheer amount of sea 
life and quality of vibrantly col-
oured corals on the reefs of Oman 
leave the most lasting impressions 
on the memories of most divers.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut: 
Through December 17th

Nocturnes du Musée Sursock or 
Sursock Museum Late Nights 
takes place every Thursday from 
noon-9pm at the Sursock Mu-
seum in Beirut. The event varies 
by week with art exhibits, col-
lection displays, late-night talks, 
performances and screenings.

Dubai:  
Through December 19th

The Jumeirah Lake Tower Park 
hosts the third JLT Outdoor Cin-
ema experience, which allows 
guests to watch movies under 
the stars. Children and adults 
can enjoy free entry to watch a 
film each day in the open air JLT 
Park.

Dubai: 
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extravaganza 
in the region. Visitors can enjoy 
an array of festivals, shopping 
and entertainment in an open-
air theme park. The entertain-
ment and shopping destination 
hosts more than 70 participating 
countries with presentations in 
more than three dozen pavil-
ions. There are more than 50 fun 
rides and 26 restaurants offering 
food from around the world.

Tunis: 
November 21st-28th

The Carthage Film Festival is an 
annual event showcasing films 
from the Maghreb, Africa and 
the Middle East. In its 26th edi-
tion, the 2015 festival will take 
place in Tunis and other areas of 
Tunisia. A parallel programme 
includes world cinema show-
ings, Argentina cinema projec-
tions, seminars, debates and 
meetings. The 2015 Carthage 
Film Festival is a tribute to Ma-
noel de Oliveira, Nouri Bouzid, 
Essia Djabbar and others.

Beirut:
November 27th-December 10th

The 59th Beirut International 
Arab Book Fair takes place at 
the Beirut International Exhibi-
tion and Leisure Centre (BIEL) 
in downtown Beirut.  Publish-
ers and librarians will take part 
in the event. The book fair will 
host dozens of parallel events, 
including seminars and lectures 
on a wide range of topics, fiction 
and poetry readings along with 
ceremonies to honour writers.

Marrakech: 
December 4th-12th

The International Film Festival 
of Marrakech showcases some 
of the most important cinematic 
works originating from the 
region and internationally. The 
programme includes tributes, 
conferences and debates in 
addition to the official film 
competition. In its 15th edition, 
the festival will pay tribute to 
Canadian cinema. The president 
of the jury will be Academy 
Award-winning director Francis 
Ford Coppola.


