
Nick aNd caroliNe robertsoN-browN give the 
lowdown on diving with sharks in the Bahamas, 

while also encouraging prospective visitors 
to ‘go local’ if they follow suit
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A
s we jump off the back of the dive boat, splashing into the crystal-clear, warm, 
blue water we are filled with excitement on what the next hour or so might bring. 
Cameras ready to go, we head to the white sandy bottom, and wait for our first shark 
to appear and languidly swim up close to the divers. We can feel the excitement and 
buzz of the other divers around us, as they signal and smile at one another, at least 

until the next big shark comes around and attracts everyone’s attention. 
This description is one that matches up to our experiences on several of the Bahamian 

islands. These islands have become famous for their shark encounters, and rather wonderfully, 
each island seems to specialise in their own species of shark, making it the perfect island-hop-
ping trip for any shark lover (selachophile). The islands of Bimini are renowned for diving with 
great hammerhead sharks and you can also grab a peek at some bull sharks too. Cat Island is the 
place to go for oceanic whitetip sharks and Nassau is the leading destination for Caribbean reef 
sharks. The Exumas have a dive where nurse sharks sit on a dock in a few inches of water, and 
Grand Bahama boasts the Tiger Beach dive site where both tiger and lemon sharks will entertain 
you. Of course, all these species and more (the Bahamas is home to around 40 species of shark) 
swim around all of the islands, so you have a chance of seeing any of these on any island you 
visit. However, it is worth visiting each of the specialist dives on each of the islands for the ulti-
mate shark-diving adventure.

In 2011, the Bahamian government decided to ban commercial shark fishing, and to ban 
any import or export of shark products. Local dive centres went along to these discussions and 
argued, successfully, the case that the sharks that swim in Bahamian waters are worth more in 
the sea alive and swimming than they were dead in someone’s soup bowl. Divers who sign up 
to dive with local dive centres on these islands bring in a lot of money to the local economy, 
not only the dive centres, but also to bars, restaurants, hotels, local island hopper airlines, taxi 
drivers, government funds and more. It is estimated that a single Caribbean reef shark is worth 
more than $250,000 in its lifetime if it is allowed to live freely, but worth only $50 if killed for its 
meat and fins. Because of this, more than 240,000 square miles of sea around the Bahamas gives 
protection to its sharks. 
So what about the diving? Let’s guide you through some of our favourite dives... 
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SHARK DIVING
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Want to experience nassau 
and the exumas for yourself? 
Join Editor Mark Evans on our reader trip 
www.aquacatcruises.com/sportdiveruk2016
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bImInI
Bimini offers one of the very few chances to get up close and personal 
with the great hammerhead shark. We always dive with Neal Watson’s 
Bimini Scuba Centre. Neal pioneered diving with hammerheads here 
and runs an excellent outfit. You barely have time to get your wetsuit on, 
and you are at the dive site, but you will not be jumping in straight away. 
First, Neal will give you a thorough briefing on how to behave with the 
sharks, what is going to happen on the dive and things to be careful 
with (like holding small action cameras that might look a bit like a fish). 
While you are listening to this, and the excitement is mounting, the 
dive guides are putting a little chum in the water to attract the sharks. 
The water is so clear, and the dive is done in such shallow waters, that 
you can see the sharks from the boat. Once they arrive, the guide goes 
down first to set-up and get the bait box in position. Once the divers are 
given the go-ahead, everyone gets in the water as soon as they can. On 
our first dive, we descended down to about 7m, landed on the sandy 
bottom and chose to be at the end of the line, furthest away from the 
bait, in the hope of getting a shot of the sharks against the blue water. 
During the 90-minute dive, we encountered eight individual hammer-
heads, ranging from three to five metres in length. They are wonderful 
to dive with. Their freakish good looks, the rarity of such an amazing 
encounter and the close proximity of these sharks make this one of our 
top five dives ever! 

The surface interval, for us anyway, was a quick change of tanks, not 
bothering to stop for a drink or snack, but rather wanting to make the 
most of this unique opportunity. This time, we headed to the position 
next to the bait box, where you get right in the action and the sharks 
go eyeball to eyeball with you. They move slowly, and are careful not 
to bump into divers, hoping to get a small hand out of a fish from the 
guide. The hammerhead season is from December to April, so you need 
to book early. As the weather can be a little unpredictable at this time 
of year, it is also best to book a few days on Bimini. We lost one of the 
three days we had booked due to high winds (we also got soaked going 
to the airport on a golf buggy). If you fancy a more-local experience, 
which is always our preference, then stay with Doug’s Magical Vacation 
B&B. Doug offers rooms in his house and will cook breakfast and dinner 
for you (included in the price). If you are lucky with the weather and the 
sea is flat, Neal Watson will also offer trips out to snorkel with dolphins 
in the afternoon. If the weather is not perfect, then there is also great 
diving on local reefs and wrecks to fill your afternoon. If you are looking 
for something a little different, then pop over on the local ferry to North 
Bimini, and drop into Bimini Big Game Club, where you can jump into 
a shark cage to watch the bull sharks swim by as fishermen clean their 
catches. There is a nice bar that even sells a draught ale to make us Brits 
feel at home.

“Their freakish good looks, the rarity of such an amazing 
encounter and the close proximity of these sharks make this 
one of our top five dives ever!”

nAssAu, nEW PROvIDEnCE
Stuart Cove’s Dive Centre has been running in Nassau since the 1970s 
and it is now one of the leading operations in the Caribbean. The centre 
is impressive and usually busy with divers getting ready to head out for 
some epic shark diving. The Caribbean reef shark is the star of the show 
here, and a two-tank dive with Stuart Cove’s offers a pair of contrasting 
dives. On our first dive, a bait box was hidden inside a small wreck and 
we spent a very happy 70 minutes watching these magnificent sharks 
gracefully patrolling the wreck site. It was a photographer’s dream, be-
ing able to spend a long time in the water, trying out different angles, to 
find the shark image you liked best. The second dive was a shark feed, 
and here the sharks came in very close to all the divers as they tried to 
get into the best position to receive a fish snack from the feeder. This 
was also done on a wreck site and provided some amazing images as 
well as the chance to get very close to the sharks. 

TIgER bEACH, gRAnD bAHAmA
Tiger Beach is perhaps one of the most-famous dive sites in the world. 
As its name suggests, it is famous for its tiger sharks and divers from 
around the world flock here to see them. But alongside the tigers, and 
equally wonderful, are the lemon sharks that also aggregate here. The 
dive site is nearest the West End of Grand Bahama and so it was there 
that we headed to stay at the sumptuous Old Bahama Bay. In our drive 
to keep our diving based with only local companies, we teamed up with 
Old Bahama Bay, Captain Kenneth Christie and Stuart Cove’s. Stuart 
Cove’s sent over one of their most-experienced shark wranglers, Andrea, 
who flew over from Nassau to jump on board with us and be our shark 
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expert for the day. The dive site is just over an hour away, so we packed 
up quickly and set off on a beautiful day to make the most of the day-
light hours. 

Tiger Beach is another shallow dive site, only reaching around 10m. 
The plan was to dive for as long as our three tanks would last, taking 
very short breaks to pop up to the boat to change tanks, grab a snack 
and drink and return back down to the sharks. It was not long after 
anchoring that our first few lemon sharks arrived. They are lovely sharks 
with a toothy grin and they like to swim very close, even brushing your 
fins behind you as they circle around. As usual, we had a bait box sitting 
on the seabed to attract in the sharks. Kenneth was also doing his bit 
by chumming from the boat. He had an additional job of looking out 
for the approach of our tiger sharks, and adding some food onto the 
surface to attract the lemons away from us, giving the tiger sharks more 
confidence to come in close. The day went by in a flash. It was hard to 
believe the time when we were dragged back to the boat and found the 
sun had started its descent. Caroline insisted on taking a few minutes, 
lying on the wooden dive platform, dangling her camera in the water, to 
get split shots of the lemon sharks, but then it was time to go. 

Ideally, we would take a month or more off and spend it island hop-
ping in the Bahamas during the winter months. Leave the cold, wet UK 
behind and venture to the sunshine, taking in the shark nurseries in 
the mangroves, oceanic whitetips of Cat Island and the nurse sharks of 
Exuma (which, along with Nassau, will feature in the Sport Diver Bahama 
Bash reader trip that departs in November - www.aquacatcruises.com/
sportdiveruk2016 for more details). We would do all of this using local 
Bahamian operators, and here is why: The Bahamian Islands are very 

close to the USA. There are many operators that run shark trips from 
Florida, and I am sure that all of them are great people, but… The Baha-
mas has made its waters a shark sanctuary. This took a real commitment 
from the islanders and they should see the economic benefits. In con-
trast, these same sharks, protected in Bahamian waters, are at real risk 
the minute they swim into US waters, where NOAA has set shark fishing 
quotas to be some 36 sharks per boat per day. The ‘season’ has been 
allowed to start early (on 1 January 2016) during a time when huge 
numbers of sharks aggregate in the channel of water that separates the 
Bahamas from the USA. 

We spoke to Neal Watson, who said: “I would have to say that ecotour-
ism and the idea of conservation only really works if the local population 
is receiving a substantial portion of the financial benefit of the resource. 
That goes for sharks. Here in the Bahamas we convinced our people 
and politicians to protect all sharks. In meetings held with the govern-
ment we explained the financial benefits of sharks. It is a shame that 
so many of the operations making money out of Bahamian resources 
take virtually all their revenue overseas, and employ only foreigners. Of 
all the liveaboard boats that offer shark diving in the Bahamas, not one 
boat hires Bahamians. Each one of those boats takes two or three jobs, 
and hundreds of thousands of dollars, away from the local economy. 
I am sure they are owned and operated by very nice people that truly 
care about sharks, but I don’t think that’s enough anymore. Until they 
begin to hire Bahamians, or the government has a chance to change 
regulations, I urge the consumer to ‘buy local’, stay in a hotel, and use 
your consumer dollars in a conscious way to benefit the struggling 
economies of the Bahamian Islands.” n

“They are lovely sharks with a toothy grin and they like to swim very close, even brushing your fins 
behind you as they circle around”
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The Shark TruST
Diving with sharks is a special part of being a diver and, as divers, we 
understand the importance of safeguarding the future of sharks. The 
Shark Trust, based in the UK but working in partnership around the 
world, is committed to helping us all gain a better understanding of 
sharks and ensuring that fisheries and trade are managed respon-
sibly, with sustainability as a goal. Shark conservation isn’t always 
glamorous and it’s often difficult to get large sections of the public 
to engage positively with sharks. You can help now by visiting: www.
sharktrust.org and find out how you can join the Trust in their mission 
to transform the future of sharks.


