
At the southeastern tip of the main 
island of New Guinea lies the 
province of Milne Bay and what 

many consider to be some of the best 
all-round scuba diving in Papua New 
Guinea.

Milne Bay was the first place I 
ever dived in PNG and I was drawn 
there after reading the many stories 
Bob Halstead published when he was 
operating MV Telita in the area. Bob is 
widely credited with opening up Milne 
Bay as a premier dive location and it 
is certainly true that Telita was the first 
liveaboard to operate there, but others 
soon followed such as MV Chertan 
and MV Golden Dawn, catering to the 
strong demand from international dive 
travelers and building up their own loyal 
customer bases.

The province itself abounds with 
natural resources both above and below 
the water and Conservation International 
has classified the marine biodiversity 
of the area as “exceptionally rich”. 
CI’s studies have identified nearly 
430 species of corals, 950 species of 
mollusks and over 1100 species of fish, 
which exceeds the nearest comparable 
ecosystem – Australia’s famous Great 
Barrier Reef.

The diversity, abundance and quality 
of the dive sites in the area is really quite 
amazing and encompasses everything 
from the famous muck diving sites 
at Lauadi and Observation Point, to 
the renowned manta cleaning station 
“Giants at Home” near Samarai Island.

Sprinkle in to this mix some of the 
many WWII wrecks in the area, such 

as the Black Jack B17F Flying Fortress 
bomber just off the beach at Cape Vogel, 
and some of the superb reefs, and it’s 
easy to understand why Milne Bay is on 
the “must do” list for most divers.

For scuba divers lucky enough to live 
in PNG, the problem with Milne Bay is 
that the diving is principally liveaboard 
based, with minimum trips usually of at 
least seven days. So whilst it’s easy to 
get to Milne Bay with the regular direct 
Air Nuigini flights from Port Moresby to 
Alotau, getting 7 days off work to dive 
there is not so easy…

There have been several attempts 
over the years to offer day-boat diving 
from Alotau, catering for local divers 
who just want a few days in Milne 
Bay. However the bay is so big and 
the distances to many of the best sites 
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so great, that none of these attempts 
were successful. And so the paradox 
continued of being so close, but so far 
away, from some of the best diving in 
the world…

Rob Van Der Loos is a member 
of that small group who pioneered 
liveaboard diving in Milne Bay and 
his boat, the MV Chertan, has a very 
strong reputation amongst underwater 
photographers. Particularly the ones who 
like to photograph critters. Rob knows 
where the critters are and goes out of his 
way to get that special photo-opportunity 
for you. His book, The Living Reefs of 
the Indo-Pacific, is a superb guide to 
critter habitats and how to find them.

I first met Rob back in 2003 when 
I did a 10-day trip on Chertan, diving 
many of the great locations in Milne 

Bay. That trip was also my introduction 
to Tawali when, half way through the 
trip and while on our way back from 
Normandy Island, Rob said he needed 
to stop for about an hour whilst we 
dropped off some wooden beams that 
had been lashed to the roof of the boat 
since we left Alotau.

I was rather curious. Why was he 
delivering building materials on the 
remote north coast? I waited for the right 
moment to ask Rob, to which his matter 
of fact response was, “We’re building a 
resort.”

Many premium dive locations offer 
both liveaboard and resort based diving, 

so building a new resort on the sheltered 
north coast and close to some of the 
best sites obviously had its merits. But 
the area is both remote and without any 
infrastructure such as roads or mains 
power supply. This was not just a bold 
move – it was a major undertaking.

So it was with barely contained 
curiosity that I traveled to Tawali at the 
end of 2008 to stay at the resort and re-
visit many of the great dive sites in the 
area.
Tawali Resort

Tawali is physically located on a 
limestone headland on the northern coast 
of the peninsular that forms the north 
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Top: Beautiful soft corals on the slope at Crinoid City. Above left: Colorful nudibranc 
at Boiboiwaga Island. Above right: An inquisitive goby poses for the camera at Cobbs
Cliff.
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The diver provides illustrates the size 
of the excellent elephant ear sponges 

at Wahoo Point.
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coast of Milne Bay. Two bays lie either 
side of the headland. The main part of 
the resort overlooks the smaller southern 
bay, while the northern bay is where the 
service area of the resort is located.

On the southern side of the headland, 
as we approached the main jetty in 
Tawali’s boat, I searched for signs of the 
resort. It was very pleasing to see that 
the finished resort really was – to use 
that over-utilized cliché – “nestled in 
the rain forest”, and the headland looked 
almost as it did back in 2003 when Rob 
delivered building materials to the same 
site.

A short walk up a wooden boardwalk 
from the main jetty brings you to the 
entrance of the central lodge, which 
hosts the reception area, restaurant, 
small bar and a large observation 
deck overlooking the bay. Covered 
walkways lead from the main lodge to 
the individual guest bungalows and then 
north over the headland to the service 
area.

Simply stated, the finished resort is 

impressive and exceptionally well run. 
The guest bungalows are very nicely 
appointed and the restaurant managed to 
produce superb meals every time I dined 
there.

The outdoor observation deck was 
a particular favorite of mine and a great 
place to linger with a cold beer and 
watch the sun go down after a long day 
of diving.

Tawali is in a great location both 
physically and geographically, with 
pristine surroundings and its position on 
the north coast, which provides shelter 
from the prevailing SE winds most of 
the time. This means there is always 
access to the dive sites all year round, 
with the exception of February when the 
predominant winds create fairly big seas 
that make it very difficult to manage the 
boats.

The visibility at most of the dive 
sites becomes optimal during the wet 
season, from June through to August, 
and remains good to excellent all the 
way through to late October.

…not everybody dives. If this includes you or maybe
your partner, you’re in luck. Tawali offers much

more than just a great diving experience

Right: Diver &  elephant ear sponge at 
Wahoo Point. Below: Large cuttlefish at 
Cobbs Cliff . Below middle: Fire goby at 
Cobbs Cliff . Bottom: A very wary coral 
trout at Little China.
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Water temperatures vary from around 
30°C (86°F) in the summer down to 
about 25°C (77°F) in the winter.

During my ten days at Tawali 
everything happened just the way the 
staff told me it would. My dive gear 
disappeared from outside my room 
on the first day and appeared again 
whenever and wherever I needed it next. 
From the dive sites I asked to re-visit to 
requesting something special for lunch 
– everything simply happened like 
clockwork.

Logistics can make or break a trip 
and I really liked the way the service 
area had been set up as a kind of satellite 
to the resort, complete with its own jetty 
and re-fueling area. This allows guests to 
wander down from the resort to the main 
jetty at the assigned time, with the boat 
ready and waiting to go, having already 
been prepared beforehand at the service 
jetty.

Upon return, the boat simply pulls 
up at the main jetty, drops you off, and 
all that is left for you to do is to take the 
short walk up to the main lodge for a 
coffee or a cold beer if the day’s diving 
is finished – how good is that!

There is a large selection of dive 
sites accessible from Tawali and, 
although I was there for 10 days in total 
and dived every day, I still could not 
cover all of them.

The House Reef stretches from 
inside the bay on the southern side of the 
headland, round the headland itself and 
into the northern bay.

You could spend hours just grazing 
the House Reef. There is a lot to see, and 
if nothing else you must do at least one 
dusk dive right at the end of the jetty, 
where there is a beautiful coral head that 
hosts a number of Mandarin fish.

Mandarin fish are small, superbly 
coloured and photogenic fish that live in 
coral heads and rubble and only emerge 
at dusk to mate. The mating process 
is quite fascinating to watch, if rather 
difficult to photograph because of the 
fading light and the speed at which it 
occurs. To make things worse, if you try 
to improve the lighting by turning your 
torch on, all bets are off and the mating 

is over for the day – presumably because 
one of the pair does not like sex with the 
lights on.

Once you have watched the process 
a few times it’s quite easy to tell when 
a pair of mandarins are about to mate, 
because their body language changes 
and they start to cuddle up before 
suddenly rising up into the water column 
and simultaneously releasing their eggs 
and sperm. 

A long macro lens is needed to 
capture the two fish together, but finding 
and focusing on them in the low light is 
not easy. That coral head almost became 
a home away from home by the time 
I captured an image that I was happy 
with!

Lauadi is a great muck diving site 
and I did several dives there. I was 
fortunate to capture enough good images 
to write a separate article on the site in 
a future issue of Nuigini Blue. The site 
is in a sheltered bay, located off a beach 
with black volcanic sand which slopes 
off at an angle of about 30 degrees into 
the depths. It’s rare to go any deeper 
than about 12-15m at Lauadi, because 
all the critters are usually found in less 
than ten metres of water.

On this trip I saw a superb Orangutan 
crab, a quite incredible Decorator crab, 
some beautiful Coleman and Harlequin 
Shrimps, Mantis Shrimps, a Moray eel 
cleaning station, Cockatoo Waspfish and 
colourful Frogfish. I am very sure there 
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Above: Superb hard coral at the Coral Garden. Below: Rhinopias on the slope near 
the Coral Garden.
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was more to see if I had time!
Possibly my favorite dive site in all 

of PNG, Deacon’s Reef is a coastal reef 
on the headland that protects the bay 
where Lauadi is located. On all previous 
dives I have done at Deacon’s, I was 
using film cameras. Although it’s an 
incredibly beautiful and photogenic reef, 
it’s quite shallow and subject to strong 
sunlight, making it very difficult to 
photograph. I found it almost impossible 
to get the lighting right and have never 
been able to produce images on film 
that did the site full justice. But with 
film being what it is, I had no way of 
knowing I had failed until I was back in 
Australia and had the film processed. 
The frustration of never being able to 
really tell if I had captured any good 
images at places like Deacon’s was 
one of the reasons I “invested” all that 
money into going digital.

I was very determined that, this time, 
I would get some good images before I 
left Tawali. Alas, the gods appeared to 
be working against me. When we arrived 
at Deacon’s there had been a significant 
coral spawning the night before and 
there was a great deal of particulate in 
the water. We decided to leave it for a 
few days and concentrate on the offshore 
reefs, where the water was clearer, and 
it was the second to last day of the trip 
before I did get back to Deacon’s Reef. 
This time the water was much clearer 

Tawali Resort 
Tawali is the brainchild of Rob Van Der Loos, one of the pioneers of Milne 
Bay diving and the owner of MV Chertan. Rob took his concept of a resort 
on the north coast of the bay and turned it into a reality with the help of 
his partners, Bob Hollis, the founder and CEO of US diving equipment 
company Oceanic, and the Violaris family, owners of a large Alotau-based 
PNG construction company, Nawae Construction.
It took 8 years to negotiate the lease on the tribal land that the resort is 
built on and Tawali now owns that land. The resort’s remote location meant 
that everything needed to build it had to be shipped in. Then, because 
there was no electricity at all until the generators were installed and 
commissioned 3 months before the resort opened at the end of 2005, the 
resort had to be literally “built by hand”.
When visiting a resort like Tawali it’s natural to focus on the immediate 
issues of going diving, taking photographs, relaxing and generally 
having a good time – but I always like to try and look a little bit deeper 
and understand the social impact of building a resort in such a remote 
location.
Environmentally it is clear that the resort is doing everything possible to 
minimize its impact on the area and it really does blend into the rainforest 
harmoniously. I saw no visible sign – and I looked carefully – either above 
or below water of pollution or any other negative impact.
Socially the resort appears to be having a very beneficial impact, which is 
heartening to see. Tawali has become a major employer in the area and 
has a total of 82 staff, with many of them coming from the local villages of 
Walalaia and Waggahouhou.
This has had a major influence on the local economy, particularly for 
the female staff because working at the resort has been their first real 
employment opportunity. The villages organise escorts for the female staff 
so that they can safely walk to and from the resort everyday.
To further help the villages of Walalaia and Waggahouhou, Tawali started 
the “Bubu Association” to assist the most needy villagers in getting their 
children through school. Public education is not free in PNG and lots 
of villagers simply cannot afford the school fees. Many guests at the 
resort have made voluntary contributions and become a bubu, which 
is the pidgin word for grandparent. The word also carries respect and 
endearment. The contributions are used to assist the most disadvantaged 
to get an education and a start in life. To learn more about how to become 
a Bubu, contact Tawali Resort.

Left: Tawali really does nestle in to the 
rain forest! Top: Diver and elephant ear 
sponge at Wahoo Point.

THE JEWEL OF MILNE BAY
Story & photos: Don Silcock



and I spent two long dives there filling 
up the 4GB memory card in my camera. 
However, you will have to wait for a 
future issue of Nuigini Blue because I 
am also going to do a full article just on 
Deacon’s - it’s that good! 

Wahoo Point really sticks in my 
mind because of the huge Elephant 
Ear sponge corals to be found there are 
unlike anything I have seen anywhere 
else. Like many of the coastal reefs on 
the north coast, Wahoo is a site where 
there is a good chance to see the “big 
dogs” of the sea and there are regular 
sightings of Mobula and Manta Rays, 
Hammerhead and Tiger Sharks, Minke 
Whales and Whale Sharks.

On this particular trip however, the 
big dogs could have been right behind 
me and I would not have known. I 
was fixated on capturing images of the 
sponges. I had a very cooperative dive 
guide who doubled up as my model and 
provided some very nice perspective so 
that the size of the Elephant Ear sponges 
are revealed in the images.

The Coral Garden, as the name 

suggests, is a superb hard coral garden 
located about 15 minutes north of 
Tawali. The coral growth is in the 
shallow area, close to the overhanging 
rainforest, at an average depth of about 
6-8m and covers an extensive area. The 
hard corals are in excellent condition 

and being so close to the surface, 
they make the whole location very 
photogenic. I dived here a couple of 
times and really enjoyed the experience, 
only venturing out from the shallow 
area onto the drop-off on the second 
dive when it was confirmed that a red 
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Above: A pair of sweetlips shelter under a large hard coral at Linda’s Reef.
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Rhinopias was to be found down at 22m.
Rhinopias are one of those creatures 

that underwater photographers have to 
photograph no matter how many images 
they may already have. I followed 
the dive guide down to the ledge at 
22m where sure enough the Rhinopias 
was waiting. I was rewarded for my 
commitment to the cause, because 
while I was busy shooting images the 
dive guide found a nicely positioned 
crocodile fish for me!

Crinoid City is a coral mound that 
rises up from about 120 feet and, as 
the name would suggest, is host to a 
wide variety of crinoids. Where there 
are a lot of crinoids, it’s reasonable to 
expect there may be a Rhinopias or two, 
because their game plan is to pretend 
to be a crinoid, while they wait to 
ambush an unsuspecting passer-by. Sure 
enough, there are at least two Rhinopias 

at Crinoid City. One, a quite large 
green example, had positioned himself 
superbly on top of some pink hard coral 
which set off its colours very nicely 
– how nice and how unusual to get a fish 
to cooperate! The second Rhinopias, 
which is apparently the highly sought 
after yellow variation, was unfortunately 
nowhere to be found. Crinoid City is 
also home to a variety of black coral 
trees which can be found on the front 
slope of the reef and just round from that 
area there are large schools of Fusiliers, 
Anthias and Jacks making the site a 
great spot for wide-angle photography.

A pinnacle that rises up from the 
surrounding depths of about 50m to 
just 6m below the surface is aptly 
named Little China because of the sheer 
profusion of marine life to be found 
there. Little China is an impressive site, 
and is apparently typical of over thirty 

similar sites in the same general area! 
The most intense fish life is to be found 
at the front face of the site where there 
are large of schools jacks and trevally 
circling in the blue. On the south slope 
there are some superb soft coral gardens 
that are just bursting with marine life.

So we know that diving is fantastic, 
but not everybody dives. If this includes 
you, or maybe your partner, you’re in 
luck. Tawali offers much more than 
just a great diving experience. I forced 
myself out of my wetsuit and checked 
out what other activities there are to do.

Top of my list was a visit to the skull 
caves, a nearby waterfall and water hole, 
and a visit to the local villages. These 
can be combined into a great afternoon 
trip, which starts with a 15-minute boat 
ride and a beach landing. The walk 
through the bush to the skull cave should 
take about 20 minutes, but I stopped so 
many times to take photographs it was 
almost an hour by the time we got there.

Wild orchids in full bloom seemed 
to be everywhere and my guide was 
both patient and very knowledgeable 
about them and the many other beautiful 
plants growing around the track. At this 
point, I would love to be able to wax 
lyrical about the diversity of the flora we 
saw on the way, but being “botanically 
challenged” in this area I am afraid you 
will just have to take my word for it.

The other must-do thing is to take 
one of the many kayaks available at the 
resort and go off exploring along the 
coastline around the resort. The kayaks 
are easy to use and paddle and are very 

Above: Superb elephant ear sponges 
at Wahoo Point. Right: The reception 
& bar area at Tawali. Bottom: The 
restaurant area at Tawali
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stable, plus they get you into places that 
would be next to impossible in a larger 
boat. I spent a full afternoon doing this 
and thoroughly enjoyed the solitude and 
close proximity to the rainforest that 
overhangs the shoreline in many places.

It was a real pleasure to stay at 
Tawali, not just because it’s a great place 
and there is some fantastic diving, but 
also because I greatly admire people 
who make a big bet and then deliver on 
it. Building a significant resort on the 
north coast of Milne Bay, literally by 
hand, and then kitting it out with state 
of the art dive equipment, dive boats 
and all the support logistics required 
is a big bet in anybody’s language. It 
was a real pleasure to see the place 
fully functional, successfully hosting 
local and international divers and their 
families.

I thoroughly enjoyed the 10 days 
I spent at Tawali and would certainly 
go back there at the drop of a hat. I 
thoroughly recommend it to anybody 
looking for a few days excellent diving 
or a longer stay as an alternative to a 
live-aboard trip in Milne Bay. 

Don Silcock
www.indopacificimages.com
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Do you know why Milne Bay is so diverse?
Milne Bay is located at the eastern tip of what is known variously as the 
Indo-Australian Archipelago, the East Indian Triangle or more commonly 
as the “Coral Triangle”.
The Coral Triangle is considered by zoogeographers as the global 
epicenter of marine species diversity, or simply stated – the richest area of 
marine biodiversity in the world. It principally encompasses the countries 
of Indonesia, East Malaysia (Sabah), the Philippines and Papua New 
Guinea.
The principal for Milne Bay’s tremendous biodiversity are the major 
regional currents that result from the SE Trade Winds and NW monsoonal 
seasons. A detailed explanation of this is available on the following link to 
the Australian Institute of Marine Science’s website.
The Readers Digest version is that the South Equatorial Current, which 
moves from east to west across the Pacific Ocean, is directed down 
in to the Coral Sea as it approaches the Solomon Islands. Then, as it 
approaches the Australian coast near Townsville, it splits into two and 
the northern component heads up towards PNG, where it becomes the 
New Guinea Coastal Undercurrent. During the SE Trade Wind season that 
current flows through Milne Bay Province, up and around the northwest 
coast towards Indonesia and the Philippines.
During the NW monsoon season the North Equatorial Counter Current 
flows in the opposite direction, down the northwest of PNG and meets the 
New Guinea Coastal Undercurrent at Milne Bay Province. 
These currents are important because of a very simple principal that 
applies with the world’s oceans and seas, and the marine biota that 
inhabits them. This simple principle is simply that when something dies, 
it usually sinks to the bottom. This detritus of the sea, rich in phosphorus 
and nitrogen from decayed organisms, would remain on the bottom were 
it not for the effect of these currents. The currents create a cold water 
upswell that is rich with organic nutrients, becoming the catalyst for the 
incredible biodiversity of the waters in Milne Bay.

A pair of very photogenic clown fish at Cobbs Cliff.
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