
NICK ROBERTSON-BROWN heads to the offshore marine parks of the Egyptian 
Red Sea in search of the impressive oceanic whitetip shark
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A
s we pull up to our mooring, after a day of shallow check-
out dives, darkness has already fallen around Big Brother 
Island in the Red Sea. As the noise of the engines dies 
down and the boat lights are turned on, we grab a cold 
beer and sit up on the top deck, chatting excitedly about 
the main event of our diving trip which will begin in 
the morning. One of the group shouts ‘shark!’ and we all 

rush to the railing to look over the side. Sure enough, an oceanic whitetip 
shark is cruising past our boat. It is swimming very close to the surface 
and the lights from our vessel pick out the distinctive white patches at 
the end of each fin. It lazily swims into the darkness and we all settle back 
to diving stories for a while, until the next cry of ‘shark!’ rings out. Until we 
head off to bed, we get to see them every ten minutes or so. It is hard to 
sleep and I cannot wait to get into the water early the next morning.

I was diving with a group of colleagues from the John Lewis Partner-
ship Venture Club, which runs scuba trips several times a year with The 
Scuba Place. I was fortunate to have been allowed to jump onto the boat 
with them when a last-minute space became available. We were diving 
from Blue Seas, a liveaboard from the Blue Planet fleet with a great crew 
led by one of the top Red Sea dive guides, Nina Eschner. I have to thank 
them all for making me so welcome.

As regular Sport Diver readers, you will have read many articles and trip 
reports from destinations all around Egypt’s Red Sea. You will have heard 
about, and almost certainly seen for yourself, the wonderful clear, warm 
waters, the colourful and plentiful fishes, the healthy and beautiful corals 
on the reefs. So why, you might ask, did I spend most of my time on a 
recent liveaboard trip to the Brothers and Daedalus hovering at 5m under 
the moored-up boats? The simple answer is: to see, and spend some 
quality time with, the magnificent oceanic whitetip shark.

“While there was plenty of hanging around in the blue, the re-
wards were amazing, with either one or two oceanic whitetips 

coming in close, near to the surface and allowing for some 
lovely photography and encounters”

The oceanics will 
approach divers
closely

The oceanic whitetips 
can be found in very
shallow waters

Lionfish inhabit 
the nearby reef

Hang under the dive boats and 
you’ll generally get a visit

In the offshore areas of the Red Sea, there are a number of islands, or 
coral reef pinnacles, that seem to offer ideal conditions for the oceanic 
whitetip shark. The most notable of these are Elphinstone, the Broth-
ers, Daedalus and Rocky Island. At these sites you find islands that are 
completely surrounded by deep water and this seems to attract not just 
the oceanic whitetip shark, but plenty of others too. In just a handful of 
days spent at the Brothers and Daedalus, our group sighted scalloped 
hammerheads, thresher sharks, reef and silky sharks. Strong currents whip 
past these tiny outcrops bringing nutrients to the marine community 
that thrives here. Every inch of rocky wall is covered with brightly col-
oured sponges, soft corals, anemones and gorgonians. The water in the 
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“Oceanic whitetip sharks can be particularly curious and so, if you are patient and willing to spend 20 minutes or thereabouts, 
just waiting in the blue without much chance of seeing anything else, it is likely they will come to check you out”

southern part of Egypt’s Red Sea is warmer than the north, and many of 
the shark species prefer the cooler waters found much deeper down. As 
the summer ends and the cooler water rises to recreation diving depths, 
divers that come here are treated to some special shark encounters.

However, I was here to photograph the oceanic whitetip sharks and so 
I did not have to worry about diving to depths to see my sharks. Oceanic 
whitetip sharks like to cruise around the moored-up boats, and swim very 
close to the surface. In fact, the main concern for my safety was the boat 
traffic overhead. Me, and my buddy Matt, chose to forgo many of the reef 
dives in order to spend our 70-80 minutes underwater, waiting in the area 
by the moored boats to see if a shark would come to us. We were very 
lucky. Oceanic whitetip sharks can be particularly curious and so, if you 
are patient and willing to spend 20 minutes or thereabouts, just waiting 
in the blue without much chance of seeing anything else, it is likely they 
will come to check you out. After this initial contact, they will then return 
every five to ten minutes to see if you are still there. They will also come 
very close to you, even brushing up against you gently, as they swim very 
slowly past.

Oceanic whitetip sharks (Carcharhinus longimanus) are an impressive 
sight. They have huge, rounded fins, each with a white splodge at the 
tip. In fact, the name longimanus means ‘long hands’, which superbly 
describes their long pectoral fins. They grow to around three metres in 
length, although the largest caught specimen was over four metres! They 
are accompanied by several black-and-white striped pilot fish that swim 
with them in the hope of scraps when the shark feeds. Each shark that we 
saw had some sort of battle scar that made each one easy to identify. It 
seemed that some had been involved in boat strikes, with fresh wounds 

The reef is alive 
with marine life

A late-afternoon 
shark encounter

Oceanic whitetips are 
impressive sharks

suggesting a close shave with a RIB prop. Others had injuries likely to 
have been caused by fishermen, with hooks and line still trailing from 
mouths and large hook marks in their jaws. They are certainly at risk from 
their shallow swimming behaviour and close association with the dive 
boats. But they also seem a tough and hardy shark that make their living 
from opportunistic encounters, eating discarded food thrown from the 
boats and probably grabbing up fish from the end of fishing lines too. 

On many dives, we were joined by the rest of the group who returned 
from a reef dive and spent their safety stop with us under the boat. Their 
first signalled question would be ‘have you seen a shark?’ On every oc-
casion we were able to say that we had, and that they would be round 
again on their patrol route in just a few minutes. While there was plenty 
of hanging around in the blue, the rewards were amazing, with either 
one or two oceanic whitetips coming in close, near to the surface and 
allowing for some lovely photography and encounters. We also had some 
more tentative visits from silky sharks while we were under the boats. 
They, too, are curious but more skittish and tend to turn around and swim 
back into the gloom once spotted.

Our shark finale came at the end of the day on Big Brother, just as the 
sun was going down (night dives are not allowed here), the sunbeams 
turned bright orange and the water became a dark, inky blue. Five of us 
did a giant-stride off the dive deck, among the many boats now moored 
here. We were the only divers in the water for the 30 minutes of daylight 
we had left. For that amazing half an hour we had two sharks spend most 
of the dive with our small group, who had forgone that first beer of the 
evening to spend more time with sharks. It was truly magical. n

How close do you want 
to get with these 
apex predators


