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THE
Undersea

As Fiona McIntosh discovers, the 

waters surrounding the tiny island of 

Sakatia in northwest Madagascar offer 

some of the best—and most bizarre—

diving in the world

“I’ve been waiting all my life 
to see that!” Jacques shouts 
as we hit the surface. The dive 
instructor can’t contain his 
excitement. “I’ve seen those 
little swimming crabs on the 
body of sea cucumbers. But 
that crab went in and out of the 
cucumber’s poephol! I videoed 
the whole thing. Amazing.”

Photographs by Jacques Vieira
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For most people, Madagascar, the fourth 
largest island in the world, conjures up 
images of giant ‘upside-down’ baobab 
trees, cute lemurs, weird and wonderful 
giant jumping rats, chameleons that look 
like dinosaurs, bizarre geckos and exotic 
spices such as ylang ylang and vanilla. 
Thanks to broadcasts by naturalists such  
as Sir David Attenborough, the island’s 
isolation means the biodiversity and  
level of endemism is extraordinary.  
Ninety percent of its flora and fauna are 
found nowhere else in the world.

Less publicised is the impressive marine 
diversity. Particularly up here in Sakatia, 
where a protective barrier, the Grand  
Banc de l’Entrée, and nutrient-rich waters 
brought in by currents and by upwellings 

have led to dense and varied marine life. 
The reefs are covered with hard and soft 
corals, sponges, fish, crustaceans and a vast 
array of invertebrates, with endemics like 
the Madagascan anemone fish (clownfish) 
drawing divers from all over the world. It’s 
my third dive trip to the region, and I’m 
firmly of the opinion that Madagascar’s 
diving is seriously underrated.

The next day we dive Atnam, a wall 
covered with magnificent sea fans, some 
two metres high. The visibility is amazing; 
we can see down to the seabed at 50m, 
and miles into the big blue. Our second 
dive is on Seven Little Sharks, a drift dive 
over kilometres of pristine corals on which 
we see grey reef and oceanic white-tip 
sharks, along with a hawksbill turtle.

That night we grab our fluo torches  
and head out again to dive Espanol.  
A decorator crab, sporting colourful 
headgear that brings to mind d’Artagnan 
of The Three Musketeers, scuttles around 
fire corals. Spiny flower corals, normally dull 
by day, fluoresce bright orange, while the 
sparkling tentacles of tube anemones 
dance in the current.

Back at the bar, as we leaf through  
the marine guidebook identifying a  
huge sculptured slipper lobster and the 
wonderfully named horrid elbow crab 
among our finds, I ask Jacques how he  
got into fluo diving. “When Sandra and  
I got married, her father gave us the TV 
series Oceans as a wedding present. One 
of the episodes was fluorescent diving in 
the Red Sea. It just looked extraordinary,” 
he explains.

Jacques looked into buying the 
necessary filters and torches, but they were 
outrageously expensive. A year later, they 
were still exorbitantly priced and he started 
to feel disappointed. So Sandra picked up 
the phone and found a guy in the 
Netherlands selling the torches for 285 
euros—which, by a twist of fate, happened 
to be where they were staying at the time, 
visiting Sandra’s family. “When I picked up 
the torch, I realised that it was dinkum, 
made on a lathe, not mass-produced,” he 
recalls. “These guys were pioneers in fluo 

t seems an unusual experience to 
have on your bucket list, but 
Jacques Vieira is an unusual guy. 
Following him around on a dive 
is enlightening; a super-macro 
specialist, his eyes are incredible. 
That morning, on a site called 
Olaf, he ignored all the obvious 
colourful corals and reef fish, 
seeking out critters that were 

barely visible to the naked eye. It took me  
a while, but eventually I managed to spot 
tiny shrimps camouflaged on whip corals, 
pigmy pipe horses, pencil shrimps in 
bubble coral, and wire coral crabs—none 
of them bigger than a fingernail. Treats that 
I’ve never seen in 40 years of diving.

Our second dive of the day was an 
interesting exploration of the Mahavelona 
wreck, but it was that night’s dive, back at 
Olaf, that would stay with me forever. While 
Jacques was blabbering, the rest of us 
were speechless. We’d just done our first 
fluorescent dive, the special blue-light 
torches and yellow filters over our masks 
giving us a completely different view of life 
beneath the waves. The sight of corals 
glowing bright green in my torchlight was 
dazzling. I took out my magnifying glass 
and studied the detail. 

The inside of the corals was even more 

bizarre: a mass of pinks, greens, blues and 
purples flickering like gas flames. There 
were dazzling pink lizardfish, pretty 
blue-and-red feather stars and tiny, vividly 
coloured dragonets. An interesting thing is 
the way in which different species appear 
under the light. The eyes of whip coral 
gobies go bright pink while the body 
doesn’t fluoresce at all, and only the outer 
edges of a turtle’s shell glow. 

As we grew in confidence in this new 
environment, we started to explore in our 
buddy pairs, keeping an eye on where our 
guide was shining his torch, then finning 
over to view his finds. I’d noted the small 
black-and-gold crab on the sea cucumber, 
but moved on. Ten minutes later, Jacques 
was still there. I couldn’t work out what 
he’d found so intriguing. 

Back at Sakatia Lodge, where we’re 
staying, we congregate at the bar. 
Everyone is excitedly describing their 
experiences. Sandra, Jacques’s Dutch wife, 
smiles. “I was also blown away on my first 
dive. The corals hurt my eyes—it was like 
being in an ‘80s disco.”

Born and raised in Gonubie, East 
London, Jacques—the son of a dive 
instructor—started diving in freshwater 
when he was 4 years old. His first sea dive 
was a shore entry off Gun Rock in East 

London: a birthday present, at the tender 
age of 10. “I remember it clearly,” he recalls. 
“I’d been dying to go into the sea, but 
wasn’t allowed to do a shore entry because 
of the weight of the tank and crashing 
waves. Sure enough, I was knocked flat and 
had to go to the back of queue of divers 
for a second go. I got in like a seal, saw my 
first stingray, and have never looked back.” 

After working his way up through 
professional dive courses in South Africa, in 
1998 he went to visit his old man who was 
skippering a yacht off Nosy Be. José offered 
Jacques the opportunity to come up and 
run the diving and yacht charter business. 
He’s been there ever since and has now 
logged over 10 000 dives. 

PREVIOUS SPREAD: Turtles are often seen  
on dives

THIS PAGE: Diving on the Mahavelona wreck  
off Nosy Be Island

OPPOSITE PAGE: Beautiful sea fans on the wall  
at Atnam

I               Spiny flower corals, 
normally dull by day, fluoresce 
bright orange, while the sparkling 
tentacles of tube anemones dance 
in the current.



FIONA McINTOSH

28 The Intrepid Explorer issue 16 www.intrepidexplorer.co.za

diving and explained 
everything to me.” 

Finally, in March 2015, 
Jacques did his first fluo  
dive with some clients from 
Réunion. It was a weird 
experience, he says with a 
laugh. “I couldn’t do a briefing, 
as I didn’t know what to expect.  
I came up smiling from ear to ear. I was 
like a kid again, jumping around with 
new toys.”

Fluo diving on Sakatia soon took off. 
And 300-plus fluo dives later, Jacques has 
lost none of his enthusiasm or passion. 
Earlier this year, he wrote the Fluorescent 
Night Diver specialty course for NAUI, one 
of the big-three worldwide dive training 
agencies. Though offered in the Red Sea, 
the Barrier Reef and in Thailand, fluo 
diving is still in its infancy. Sakatia is the 
only dive centre in Madagascar to offer it, 
and I know of only one other in southern 

 

Africa—at Nuarro Lodge in northern 
Mozambique.

But fluo is only one of his projects. Like 
the famous French naval officer, diver and 
researcher Jacques Cousteau, after whom 
he was named, Jacques Vieira is a pioneer 
and a visionary who’s constantly searching 
for and discovering new reefs, and working 
to improve the marine environment that is 
his office. The following day he takes us 
out to show us his coral restoration project, 
which recently won him the 2016 NAUI 

Environmentalist Award. 
On the direct Airlink flight 

back from Nosy Be to South 
Africa, I meet a group of divers 

who have spent the week on a 
yacht-based dive trip to the Mitsio 
Islands, just north of Sakatia. 

As we swap stories, I promise  
myself that I’ll be back to dive those 
world-class sites. And after seeing our  
pics, I’ll bet they’ll be contacting Jacques 
about fluo diving.  

GETTING THERE
Airlink offers direct scheduled 
flights between Johannesburg  
and Nosy Be. Book through  
SAA Central Reservations on 

011 978 1111, a booking agent,  
or at www.flyairlink.com.

MadagasCaT Charters & Travel 
has been specialising in all travel 

to Madagascar since 2008,  
and offers travellers the most 
competitive rates for travel to 
Nosy Be. The company’s range 
of exciting packages includes 

flights, land arrangements and 
yacht charters.  
Visit www.madagascat.co.za, 
email info@madagascat.co.za  
or phone 079 149 6438.

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: Leaf scorpionfish, 
or paperfish; Red-spotted guard crab; Snorkelling 
with a whale shark—one of the activities offered  
to snorkellers as well as divers; Pixy hawkfish, also 
known as coral hawkfish; Leaf scorpionfish on a reef 
off Sakatia Island; Tube anemone glowing under 
fluorescent light on a night dive.

INSET: Jacques and Sandra Vieira  
(Photo by Shaen Adey)


