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    This guide focuses on recreational activities. As all such activities contain elements of risk, the publisher, author, affiliated individuals and companies disclaim responsibility for any injury, harm, or illness that may occur to anyone through, or by use of, the information in this book. Every effort was made to insure the accuracy of information in this book, but the publisher and author do not assume, and hereby disclaim, liability for any loss or damage caused by errors, omissions, misleading information or potential travel problems caused by this guide, even if such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident or any other cause.
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    Introduction


    


    Before the creation of underwater viewing equipment, early Caribbean travelers caught merely a glimpse of the world beneath the sea. But, once they did, the idea of subsea exploration really caught on. By the 1930s, rubber goggles with glass lenses and face masks became a standard part of many a tropical traveler's wardrobe and a new wave of adventure travel took root. And, though much has changed since those early days, the fascination of the sea and its splendid inhabitants are still romancing and captivating visitors the way they always have.


    


    Dive vacations have since evolved into a major part of Caribbean travel. There are now resorts, travel agents, tour operators and yacht charters that cater exclusively to divers and snorkelers. Many all-inclusive resorts have added scuba lessons and tours. There is even a cruise ship with an all-dive itinerary. Sailing afficionados find hull-to-hull pick-up service offered by the dive shops. Novice sailor-divers can rent a yacht with a captain who doubles as a dive instructor and a reef-and-wreck tour guide. The biggest consideration left for the traveler is deciding where to go.


    


    Best Dives  is designed to help you wade through this endless wonder of vacation choices. Whether you are a snorkeler, a novice diver or an experienced ocean explorer, you'll find a unique choice of destinations, diver-friendly accommodations and dive services to pick from. We've added several adventure destinations to this edition and expanded others to include more dive and snorkeling sites, a wider choice of accommodations, eateries and après-dive activities.


    


    You'll find suggestions for the best time of year to visit each island and where to write, call or e-mail for additional information.


    


    Dive and snorkeling sites have been carefully described and rated for various skill levels by the top dive operators of each area and double-checked by a member of our own US-based panel of dive-travel experts. Rules and etiquette for diving individual marine parks and reserves are listed throughout the guide.


    


    If we've overlooked one of your favorite spots, write and tell us about it and we'll take another look for the next edition. In the meantime we hope you find Best Dives a useful addition to your diver's bookshelf.


    


    E-mail for the author may be addressed to bestdives@aol.com.
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    Planning Your Trip


    


    To plan your best dive vacation, consider first the type of trip that interests you most. It may be a stay at a luxury resort, a week's tour on a live-aboard yacht or an excursion into the wilderness. Then check the best time of year to go. A week of bad weather or rough seas can turn any vacation sour. Most areas experience a predictable rainy season. And, though no one can guarantee the weather, each chapter discusses local weather patterns and suggests a best time of year to go.


    


    Finally, consider your budget. You'll note a wide range of live-aboards and land accommodations throughout this guide, plus the appropriate contact for additional information at the end of each chapter.


    


    All rates are quoted in US dollars unless otherwise stated, and are subject to change without notice.
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    SCUBA CERTIFYING ORGANIZATIONS


    


    Locations for scuba instruction near your home may be obtained from one of the following organizations:


    


    IDEA (International Diving Educators Association), PO Box 8427, Jacksonville, FL 32239-8427. tel. 904-744-5554.


    


    NAUI (National Association of Underwater Instructors), PO Box 14650, Montclair, CA 91763.% 800-553-6284, www.naui.org.


    


    PADI INTERNATIONAL (Professional Association of Diving Instructors), 1251 E. Dyer Rd., Suite 100, Santa Ana, CA 92705-5605. tel. 800-729-7234; 714-540-7234, www.padi.com.


    


    PDIC INTERNATIONAL (Professional Diving Instructors Corporation), PO Box 3633, Scranton, PA 18505. tel. 570-342-1480; fax 570-342-6030; info@PDIC-INTL.com, www.pdic-intl.com.


    


    SSI (Scuba Schools International), 2619 Canton Court, Fort Collins, CO 80525. tel. 970-482-0883, www.divessi.com.


    


    YMCA (National YMCA Scuba Program), 101 N. Wacker Drive, Chicago, IL 60606, tel. 800-872-9622; scuba@ymca.net, www.ymcascuba.org.


    


    CRUISES AND PACKAGE TOURS


    


    Hundreds of dollars can be saved by choosing a package tour offered by dive-tour operators, airlines, resorts and dive shops. For example, one package to Guadeloupe includes airfare and hotel for $100 less than the airfare alone. Package tours with diving are listed throughout this guide.


    


    Be sure to read the fine print carefully when you are comparing tours, and to allow for the potential added costs of transfers, sightseeing tours, meals, auto rentals, acceptable accommodations, and taxes. Tanks and weights may or may not be included. Also ask whether extra airline weight allowances are included for dive gear.


    


    HANDICAPPED DIVERS


    


    Handicapped divers will find help and information by contacting the Handicapped Scuba Association (HSA). The association has provided scuba instruction to people with physical disabilities since 1975. Over 600 instructors in 24 countries are HSA-trained. HSA has developed the “Resort Evaluation Program" to help handicapped divers select a vacation destination. They check out facilities and work with the staff and management to ensure accessibility. Once a resort is totally accessible it is certified by HSA.


    


    For a list of HSA-certified resorts, group-travel opportunities and more information on HSA's programs, instruction and activities, visit their Website at www.hsascuba.com. Contact HSA International, 1104 El Prado, San Clemente, CA 92672; tel. 949-498-4540; hsa@hsascuba.com.
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    MONEY


    


    Most large resorts, restaurants and dive operators will accept major credit cards, although you risk being charged at a higher rate if the local currency fluctuates. Travelers' checks are accepted almost everywhere and often you'll get a better exchange rate for them than cash. It's always a good idea to have some local currency on hand for cabs, tips and small purchases.


    


    INSURANCE


    


    Many types of travel insurance are available covering everything from lost luggage and trip cancellations to medical expenses. Because emergency medical assistance and air ambulance fees can run to several thousand dollars, it is wise to be prepared. Trips purchased with some major credit cards include life insurance.


    


    Divers Alert Network (DAN) offers divers' health insurance for $35 a year plus an annual membership fee of $25, $35 for a family. Any treatment required for an accident or emergency which is a direct result of diving, such as decompression sickness (the bends), arterial gas embolism or pulmonary baro-trauma is covered up to $125,000. Air ambulance to the closest medical care facility, recompression chamber care and in-patient hospital care are covered. Lacking proof of insurance or the ability to pay, a diver may be refused transport and may be refused treatment. For more information write to DAN, PO Box 3823, Durham, NC 27710, www.diversalertnetwork.org.


    


    In a diving emergency contact local EMS, then call tel. 919-684-8111, 919-684-4DAN (collect), 800-446-2671 (toll-free), 919-684-9111 (Latin America Hotline).


    


    Non-diving travel-related accidents are NOT covered by this insurance. For assistance with non-diving emergencies call the International Emergency Hotlines Travel Assistance for Non-Diving Emergencies, tel. 1-800-DAN-EVAC (1-800-326-3822). If outside the US, Canada, Puerto Rico, Bahamas, British or Us Virgin Islands, tel. 919-684-3483 (collect).


    


    For non-emergency medical questions, call tel. 800-446-2671 or 919-684-2948, Monday to Friday, 9 am-5 pm (ET). All other inquiries, tel. 800-446-2671 or 919-684-2948, fax 919-490-6630 or (medical) 919-49303040.


    


    International SOS Assistance is a medical assistance service to travelers who are more than 100 miles from home. For just $55 per person for seven to 14 days, or $96 per couple, SOS covers air evacuation and travel-related assistance. Evacuation is to the closest medical care facility, which is determined by SOS staff doctors. Representative Michael Klein states that SOS has and will send out a private LearJet if necessary to accommodate a patient. Hospitalization is NOT covered. Standard Blue Cross and Blue Shield policies do cover medical costs while traveling. For information, write to International SOS Assistance, Box 11568, Philadelphia, PA 19116; tel. 800-523-8930 or 215-942-8226, www.intsos.com, jfahy@intsos.com.


    


    Lost luggage insurance is available at the ticket counter of many airlines. If you have a homeowner's policy, you may already be covered. Be sure to check first with your insurance agent.


    


    Keep a list of all your dive equipment and other valuables, including the name of the manufacturer, model, date of purchase, price and serial number, if any, on your person when traveling. Immediately report any theft or loss of baggage to the local police, hotel security people or airline and get a copy of that report. Both the list and the report of loss or theft will be needed to collect from your insurance company. Do not expect airlines to cheerfully compensate you for any loss without a lot of red tape and hassle. Regardless of the value of your gear the airline pays by the weight ($9 per pound) of what is lost. Be sure to tag your luggage with your name and address. Use a business address if possible.


    


    DOCUMENTS


    


    Carry your personal documents on you at all times. Be sure to keep a separate record of passport numbers, visas, or tourist cards in your luggage.


    


    SECURITY


    


    Tourists flashing wads of cash and expensive jewelry are prime targets for robbers. Avoid off-the-beaten-track areas of cities, especially at night. Do not carry a lot of cash or wear expensive cameras or jewelry. Keep alert to what's going on around you. Stay with your luggage until it is checked in with the airlines. Jewelry should be kept in the hotel safe.


    


    Rental cars have become a target for robbers, more so in the US than the Caribbean, but a few incidents of “bump-n-rob" crimes have been reported in the islands. To avoid problems, try to rent a car without rental agent markings. If someone bumps into your car, do not stop. Drive to a police station and report the incident. Do not stop for hitchhikers or to assist strangers.


    


    DRUGS


    


    Penalties for possession of illegal drugs are very harsh (selling drugs is still cause for public hanging in some areas) and the risk you take for holding even a half-ounce of marijuana cannot be stressed enough. Punishment often entails long jail terms. In certain areas, such as Mexico, your embassy and the best lawyer won't be much help. You are guilty until proven innocent.


    


    CAMERAS


    


    Divers traveling with expensive camera gear or electronic equipment should register each item with customs before leaving the country.


    


    SUNDRIES


    


    Suntan lotion, aspirin, antihistamines, decongestants, anti-fog, or mosquito repellent should be purchased before your trip.
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