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traveltravel Cape Town

Cape Town is a cosmopoli-
tan, vibrant and modern city. 
Renowned for its beautiful land-
marks of Table Mountain and 
the Cape Peninsula, Cape Town 
is a popular destination for 
divers who come to explore her 
colourful kelp forests, historic 
wrecks and glittering reefs.

The beauty of Cape Town stretches 
beyond the shoreline and beneath the 
waves, providing divers and under-
water photographers a lively and fas-
cinating playground with a beautiful 
backdrop to match.
 There are three main dive areas in 

Cape Town. Although this is a year-
round diving destination, the sea condi-
tions are greatly affected by the wind 
and weather patterns. Where you dive 
will depend on the time of year you visit.  

Gordon’s Bay (Eastern False Bay) 
—Summer diving (October to May)
Gordon’s Bay, along the eastern side 
of False Bay, boasts some of the most 
beautiful and varied dive sites in Cape 
Town. The topography differs according 
to dive site and the pristine reefs range 
from steep sided, ragged walls starting 
at 15m, dropping straight down to 30m, 
to shallower reefs and kelp forests with 
average depths of 15m. 
 This is a mecca for macro photog-
raphers, with an abundance of nudi-

branchs, spider crabs, cuttlefish, octo-
pus, pipefish, small colourful klipfish 
and rocksuckers. Smaller shark species 
include pyjama shark, puffadder shy-
shark and leopard catshark as well as 
gully sharks. Schools of fish hover above 
the vibrant reefs, which are densely 
covered with marine life, colourful soft 
corals, huge sea fans, feather stars and 
anemones. There are also a number of 
kelp forests where divers can sometimes 
encounter huge stingrays, gully sharks 
and sevengill cow sharks. Divers are 
often joined by playful and inquisitive 
Cape fur seals on their dives here. 

Simon’s Town (Western False Bay) 
—Winter diving (May to September)
The reefs along the western (Simon’s 

Common octopus peers at the camera (above); Cute two-eyed blenny at Sterretjies Reef, Gordon’s Bay (previous page)

Family of fiery nudibranchs (above); Tiny basket star on sinuous 
sea fan at Sterretjies Reef in Gordon’s Bay (top right)
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Camera Friendly, Guided Dives, Gear Rental
Scuba & Photography Courses

www.indigoscuba.com       info@indigoscuba.com

Town) side of False Bay comprise 
primarily of huge granite boulders 
and scattered granite rocks sur-
rounded by coarse sand. A num-
ber of the dive sites have beautiful 
swim-throughs to explore. There are 
dive sites suitable for both Open 
Water and Advanced divers.
 On the reefs, you will find sea 
fans, soft corals, sponges and 
feather stars. Many of the dive 
sites are situated within a marine 
protected area and the fish life 
is plentiful and varied. It is quite 
normal to see the smaller shark 
species on dives here, including 
pyjama sharks, puffadder shy-
sharks and gully sharks. Macro 
life includes numerous species of 

nudibranchs, crabs, octopus and 
cuttlefish.  

Atlantic Coastline 
—Summer diving (October to May)
The Atlantic coastline is known 
for its huge granite boulders and 
granite bedrock covered with 
invertebrates and plant life, col-
ourful sponges, soft corals, sea 
fans, nudibranchs, crabs and 

basket stars. Divers also have 
the opportunity to snorkel with 
and photograph the playful and 
inquisitive seals at Duiker Island 
at the entrance to Hout Bay and 
explore a number of wrecks in 
and around Hout Bay.

What to wear
Water temperatures differ from 
area to area, and as the water 

False Bay, photographed towards 
the Hottentots Holland mountain 
range above Gordon’s Bay 
(above); Kelp forest at Rooi Els 
in Gordon’s Bay (left); Blue and 
yellow gasflame nudibranch, one 
of the most popular subjects in 
Cape Town (right)

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_IndigoScuba
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along the Atlantic coastline is 
brought in from the Antarctic by the 
cold Benguela Current, the water is 
chilly and temperatures usually range 
between 8°C and 13°C. The water in 
False Bay is much warmer and tem-
peratures along the Simon’s Town 
and Gordon’s Bay coastlines aver-
age between 12°C and 15°C, reach-
ing 19°C in summer.  
 To remain comfortable whilst div-
ing any of the areas in Cape Town, 
a 7mm wetsuit or semi-drysuit, or 
a 5mm with chicken vest along 
with booties, hood and gloves are 
advised. If you own a drysuit and 
are able to travel with the additional 
weight, you could be better off bring-
ing that and adjusting your under-
garments accordingly. Also, as you 

will be wearing 
booties, open-
heeled fins will be 
required. A dive 
computer, torch 
and deploy-
able or delayed 
surface marker 
buoy with reel 
are also recom-
mended for all 
divers.

The diving
Most diving is done from 8m-long rub-
ber ducks, known as RIBs or zodiacs in 
other parts of the world. The standard 
procedure is for divers to put their 
gear together on land, after which 
it is loaded onto the boat where the 

skipper will secure it to dive racks. It 
is best to pack your camera into a 
soft cooler bag as most dive opera-
tors do not have space on the boats 
for large camera boxes, nor do they 
provide special racks for cameras. 
Affordable cooler bags can be pur-
chased at most of the larger super-
markets once you arrive.

Reef life in Cape Town is very vibrant (above); Diving is done 
from semi-inflatable dive boats (right)

Cape Town

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_MaldivesBlueForce
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www.explorerventures.com ■  info@explorerventures.com   ■  +1.307.235.0683 

Exceptional Value.ExceptionalExceptional Value.Unique Experiences.UniqueUnique Experiences.Diving. Uncomplicated. Uncomplicated.Diving. Uncomplicated.

 When ready to launch, divers 
don wetsuits and booties and 
climb on board. Most boats launch 
from either the Simon’s Town, Hout 
Bay or Gordon’s Bay harbours. 
Once at the dive site, the divers 
kit up for the dive, usually with the 
assistance of a dive guide or the 
skipper. When everyone is ready 
to enter the water, the skipper 
will slowly count “one, two, three, 
go!” and the divers all roll back-
wards into the water at the same 
time, on the word “go.” It is best 
to roll backwards with your cam-
era tucked tightly to your chest. 
Some skippers are happy to pass 
you your camera, but this can be 
a problem if there is a surface cur-
rent running or if there are a num-
ber of photographers all needing 

their cameras to be 
passed to them!
 Divers can usually 
choose to dive with 
a dive guide or in 
buddy pairs without 
a guide, exploring 
the reefs at their own 
pace. This is a suit-
able arrangement for 
photographers and 
more experienced 
divers who want to 
take their time instead of rushing 
to keep up with the dive guide. At 
the end of the dive, buddy pairs 
deploy their surface marker buoys, 
and the dive boat will come to 
pick them up. It is therefore impor-
tant for all divers to have their own 
dive computers and surface mark-

er buoys with them on every dive. 
Dives tend to be limited by bottom 
time or a maximum of 60 minutes, 
whichever comes first.

Underwater photography
Underwater photographers are 
normally well looked after as most 

Dark shyshark resting on a comfy bed of yellow sponge (above); 
Juvenile doublesash butterflyfish, one of the most elusive fish in Cape 
Town (right); Puffadder shyshark perches on a sea fan (far right)

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_ExplorerVentures
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skippers and boat crew are used 
to handling cameras and under-
water photography equipment. 
I would advise doing a bit of 
homework beforehand to ensure 
you choose a dive centre that is 
“photographer friendly” and fits 
your style of diving. They will not 
allow you to dive on your own, 
but many operators have dive 
guides or in-house photographers 
who will buddy up with you and 
help seek out those critters you 
want to photograph.
 As conditions can change from 
one day to the next, it is worth 
contacting your dive centre the 
day before you dive to find out 
what they expect the sea con-

ditions and visibility to be like. 
Visibility is very variable and can 
range from 5m to 20m at any 
time of the year. When in doubt, 
however, go macro, as you 
will always find many intriguing 
macro subjects to photograph 
on all your dives.

Macro photography
There are many colourful and fas-
cinating macro subjects to photo-
graph in Cape Town’s nutrient-rich 
waters. Macro life is plentiful and 
incredibly diverse, with a large 
number of endemic species. 
Underwater photographers will 
be kept busy an entire dive with 
the numerous critters that can 

be found on 
the reefs, and 
will likely find 
themselves 
wanting to 
do more and 
more macro 
photography 
whilst diving 
Cape Town’s 
luxuriant reefs.
 For nudibranch fanatics, “nudis” 
can be found everywhere. They 
range in size from just a few milli-
metres to just over 10cm in length. 
Most famous are the beautiful 
blue and yellow gasflame nudi-
branchs, inkspot nudibranchs, 
Cape dorids, frilly nudibranchs, 

coral nudibranchs, purple ladies 
and whip fan nudibranchs. There 
is even a nudibranch called the 
Mandela nudibranch that can 
be found on some reefs, most 
notably at Steenbras Deep in 
Gordon’s Bay. The best dive sites 
for nudibranchs include Steenbras 

Salmon-coloured gasflame nudibranch, shot using a snoot to separate the subject from the 
vibrant reef (top left); Crowned nudibranch photographed using a shallow depth of field to 
highlight its rhinophore (top centre); Rare Mandela nudibranch at Steenbras Deep in Gordon’s 
Bay (above centre); Whipfan nudibranch stretches across a sinuous sea fan as it moves to 
another branch (top right); Rare protea dorid at Stone Dog in Gordon’s Bay (right)

Beautiful soft coral nudibranch 
at Stone Dog in Gordon’s Bay 

mailto:reservations@pelagicfleet.com
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_GanggaIsland
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Deep, Sterretjies, Blousteen and 
Stone Dog in Gordon’s Bay as well as 
Photographer’s Reef, A-Frame and 
Roman Rock in Simon’s Town.
 Other macro life includes pipefish, 
spider crabs, common and bobtail 
cuttlefish, octopus, sea spiders, flat-
worms, strawberry anemones, feather 

stars, amphi-
pods, tubular 
hydroids, basket 
stars and quirky 
little fish such as 
tiny smoothskin 
scorpionfish, 
rocksuckers 
(which are all 
head and no 
body!), blen-
nies and Cape 
triplefins as well 
as the many 

colourful and inquisitive species of 
klipfish. The strange and unusual 
horsefish and white sea catfish can 
also be spotted on deeper reefs such 
as Steenbras Deep and Drop Zone 
in Gordon’s Bay as well as at Whittle 
Rock in Simon’s Town.
 For Canon or Nikon crop sensor 

shooters, a 60mm macro is a great 
option and easier to use in occasional 
surge and low-visibility conditions. 
This, paired with a wet diopter that 
fits in front of your port, should have 
you covered for anything you might 
encounter on a macro dive. For full-
frame cameras, a 100mm (Canon) 
and 105mm (Nikon) lens will be per-
fect, along with a wet diopter for 
smaller critters.

Wide-angle photography
Many of the reefs have fantastic topog-
raphy well suited for wide angle pho-
tography. Most reefs are covered in 
colourful marine life, anemones, spong-
es and soft corals in beautiful pinks, 
purples, yellows and oranges. Orange 
sea fans add to the riot of colour on 
the reefs, which contrasts beautifully 
against the green, temperate waters. 

Rocksucker on sea fan, shot using a Tokina 10 – 17mm fisheye 
lens (top left); Tiny amphipods measuring 2mm, photographed 
using a wet diopter for magnification (top centre); Beautiful 
tubular hydroid, a favourite macro subject in Cape Town 
(right); A curious little klipfish surveys the reef (left)

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_MagicResorts
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Reefs well worth visiting include Atlantis, 
Photographer’s Reef and Whittle Rock in 
Simon’s Town; Steenbras Deep, Sterretjies 
and Rooi Els in Gordon’s Bay; and Star 
Walls in Hout Bay.
 The wrecks of Smitswinkel Bay in 
Simon’s Town and in Hout Bay provide 
those with a lust for rust the chance to 
explore and photograph unique wrecks, 
many of which are covered in colour-
ful soft corals, sponges and anemones. 
They also attract schools of fish, provid-
ing a confetti of silver glitter against the 
hulks of the wrecks themselves.
 There are also numerous kelp forests 
to explore and these provide remarka-
ble wide-angle opportunities. The forests 
are home to many fish species, rays, 
smaller sharks and seals. The reefs upon 
which the kelp forests grow are cov-
ered with vibrant jewel-like anemones, 
starfish, sea urchins, sponges and feath-
er stars. There is nothing more beauti-

ful than photographing the sun’s rays 
as they filter through the kelp fronds, 
lighting up the reef below. Many of 
the reefs such as Pyramid Rock, Castle 
Rock and A-Frame in Simon’s Town and 
Blousteen and Rooi Els in Gordon’s Bay 
provide incredible kelp forest dives.
 Cape Town’s reefs are also perfect 
for wide-angle macro or close focus 
wide-angle photography as the vibrant 
reefs, colourful sea fans, basket stars, 
anemones and reef dwelling fish as well 
as larger nudibranchs present beauti-
ful foreground subjects with the rugged 
topography and green water back-
ground perfecting the image.

Cape fur seals
A trip to Cape Town would not be 
complete without a snorkel or a dive 
with the Cape fur seals. They are play-
ful and inquisitive and a lot of fun to 
photograph. The best dive sites to see 

Beautiful basket stars at Sterretjies Reef in Gordon’s Bay (above); Underwater photogra-
pher explores the reef (top right); Close focus, wide-angle photograph of sea anemone 
and reef at Outer Castle, Simon’s Town (right)

Beautiful kelp forest at A-Frame in Simon’s Town
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these “puppies of the sea” are Partridge Point in 
Simon’s Town and Duiker Island in Hout Bay. Seals 
are plentiful in Cape Town and it is not unusual to 
have seals swoop down and inspect you at any 
of the dive sites in Simon’s Town, Gordon’s Bay or 
Hout Bay.

Blue and mako sharks
Dives “into the blue” to see the blue sharks and 
makos are very exciting. The dive boats take 
divers out to the edge of the warm Agulhas 
Current, some 20 nautical miles off Cape Point. 
This warmer water tends to be clearer and bluer, 
providing a wonderful blue backdrop to the 
sharks one can encounter out there.  

Wide-angle tips
My favourite lens for wide-angle in Cape Town 
is my Tokina 10 – 17mm fish-eye behind a mini 
dome port, which allows me to switch between 
wide-angle and close focus wide-angle or wide-

Gasflame nudibranch on lacy false coral in Rooi Els, 
photographed using the wide-angle macro tech-
nique (above); Blue shark, photographed in the warm 
waters 20 nautical miles off Cape Point (top right); 
Snooting subjects such as the coral nudibranch (bot-
tom right), crowned nudibranch (right), Cape dorid 
on pink sponge (far right), frilled nudibranch, a large 
specimen measuring 10cm in length (bottom far 
right), and dwarf sea hare, one of the more quirky 
critters that can be found on the reefs (left), creates a 
black background and great contrast to a photo. 
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angle macro; or behind a large 
dome port for wide-angle as 
well as half-and-half shots on the 
same dive. With wide-angle, it is 
best to use what you are used 
to and what is easiest for you to 
travel with.  

Recommended 
accessories
•	 A focus light is strongly 

recommended to 
help with focussing as 
the deeper reefs can 
sometimes be dark, 
especially in winter 

when there is a cloud cover. 
•	 Snoots are also a lot of fun and 

can help isolate your subjects 
from the very busy and vibrant 
reefs and really make them 
“pop”!

•	 A pointer or muck stick is also 
useful to steady yourself on the 
reef if there are surge conditions.

•	 Wet diopters for macro photog-
raphy are also useful to help 
magnify your subjects as some 
of the critters can be smaller 
than 1cm in length.

Compact camera users have the 
luxury of adding a wet diopter or 
wide-angle wet lens to their hous-
ings and have the best of both 
worlds on any dive!

 Having trav-
elled to many 
destinations 
across the globe, 
I always look for-
ward to diving in 
Cape Town. With 
year round div-
ing—whether it 
be kelp forests, 
reefs or wrecks, 
shallow or deep, wide-angle or 
macro—there is something for 
everyone in this beautiful under-
water paradise! 

Kate Jonker is an underwater 
photographer and dive writer, 
underwater photography instruc-
tor, dive guide and dive boat 

skipper based in South Africa 
who leads dive trips across the 
globe. For more information 
regarding diving and underwa-
ter photography in Cape Town, 
divers are welcome to find her 
at: katejonker.com.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: The reefs in Cape Town offer 
a multitude of photography opportunities; Snooted orange 
clubbed nudibranch (left inset); Schools of fish hang over the 
reefs; Rare horsefish at Whittle Rock, Simon’s Town; Gasflame 
nudibranch at Photographer’s Reef in Simon’s Town; Cape 
triplefin at Cow and Calf dive site in Gordon’s Bay

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_KateJonker
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History  In 1652, Dutch trad-
ers landed at the southern tip of 
modern-day South Africa and 
founding the city of Cape Town, 
establishing a resupply station 
on the spice route between the 
Netherlands and the East. In 1806, 
many Dutch settlers (the Boers) 
travelled north to establish their 
own republics after the British 
seized the area of the Cape of 
Good Hope. In 1867 and 1886, the 
discovery of diamonds and gold 
encouraged wealth and immigra-
tion. This intensified the subjuga-
tion of the indigenous population. 
The years 1899-1902 saw the British 
defeat the Boers resistance during 
the Boer War; but the British and 
the Afrikaners, as the Boers be-
came known, governed together 

under the Union of South Africa. 
The National Party was voted into 
power in 1948 and instituted a 
policy of apartheid—the sepa-
rate development of the races. In 
1994, the first multi-racial elections 
saw the end of apartheid and 
brought in black majority rule.
Government: republic. 
Capital: Pretoria.

Geography  Southern Africa is 
located at the southern tip of the 
continent of Africa. The country of 
Lesotho is completely surrounded 
by South Africa, which also almost 
completely surrounds Swaziland. 
Coastline: 2,798 km. Terrain: vast 
interior plateau surrounded by 
rugged hills and a thin coastal 
plain. Lowest point: Atlantic 

Ocean 0 m. Highest point: Njesuthi 
3,408 m. Natural hazards: extend-
ed droughts. Environmental issues: 
extensive water conservation and 
control measures are required 
due to the lack of important arte-
rial rivers or lakes; water usage 
increases outpace supply; agricul-
tural runoff and urban discharge 
cause pollution of rivers; acid rain 
due to air pollution; soil erosion; 
desertification. 

Economy  A middle-income, 
emerging market with a large sup-
ply of natural resources, South Af-
rica has well-developed financial, 
legal, communications, energy 
and transport sectors. Its stock 
exchange is the 17th largest in the 
world. Its modern infrastructure 
supports an efficient distribution of 
goods to major cities throughout 
the region. Since 2004, growth has 
been strong, as South Africa reaps 
the benefits of macroeconomic 
stability and a boom in global 
commodities. However, there is still 
high unemployment and an out-
dated infrastructure limits growth. 
The country began to experience 
an electricity crisis at the end of 
2007, due to supply problems of 
the state power supplier Eskom. 
It necessitated “load-shedding” 
cuts to businesses and residents in 
the major urban areas. Remnants 
of the apartheid period include 
daunting economic problems, 
especially poverty, and public 

trans-
por-
tation 
shortages. The 
economic policy of 
the country is fiscally conserva-
tive but pragmatic. It focuses on 
controlling inflation, sustaining a 
budget surplus, and—as a means 
of increasing job growth and 
household income—employing 
state-owned enterprises to pro-
vide basic services to low-income 
areas. 

Climate  South Africa is mostly 
semiarid with sunny days and cool 
nights. There are subtropical areas 
along the eastern coast. 

Population  56,463,617 (July 
2020 est.) This figure factors in 
the effects and mortality rate of 
AIDS. Ethnic groups:  black Afri-
can 80.9%, coloured 8.8%, white 
7.8%, Indian/Asian 2.5% (2018 est). 
Religions: Christian 86%, ancestral, 
tribal, animist or other traditional 
African religions 5.4%, Muslim 
1.9%, (2015 est). Internet users: 
29,322,380 or 54% (2016 est.) 

Currency  Rand (ZAR).  
Exchange rates: 1EUR=18.71ZAR, 
1USD=17.49ZAR, 1GBP=20.53ZAR, 
1AUD=10.16ZAR, SGD=12.05ZAR 

Language  isiZulu 24.7%, isiX-

hosa 15.6%, 
Afrikaans 
12.1%, Sepedi 9.8%, Setswana 
8.9%, English 8.4%, Sesotho 8%, 
Xitsonga 4%, SiSwati 2.6%, Tshiv-
enda 2.5%, isiNdebele 1.6%, Khoi, 
Nama, San and other languages 
1.9% (2017 est). 

Health & Safety  Before your 
trip, check with your state and 
health departments for travel 
advisories and updates. There is 
an intermediate degree of risk 
for food or water-
borne diseases 
such as bacterial 
diarrhea, hepati-
tis A and typhoid 
fever. Vectorborne 
diseases include 
Crimean Congo 
haemorrhagic fever 
and malaria. Water 
contact diseases 
include schistoso-
miasis (2008).

Decompression 
Chambers
CAPE TOWN: 
National Hyper-
barics; Kleinmont 

Hospital, Cape Town
24-Hour Hotline: Tel. 021-671-8655 

DURBAN: St. Augustine’s Hyperbar-
ic Medicine Centre, Hyperbaric 
and Woundcare Unit, St. Augus-
tine’s Hospital. 24-Hour Hotline: 
Tel. 031-268-5000

Web sites
South Africa Tourism
southafrica.net 
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BOTTOM LEFT: Violet sea anemo-
ne photographed using a snoot 

to direct the light; BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Orange gasflame nudibranch, 

large at 10cm in length

fact file
SOURCES: US CDC, US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK,  

US DEPT OF STATE, XE.COM

http://www.southafrica.net

