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Silver Bank
Text and photos by Matthew Meier

— Swimming with Humpback Whales
 in the Dominican Republic
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Slipping softly into the water, 
I had a straight path to the 
mother and calf that were rest-
ing near the surface only a short 
distance away. We closed the 
gap as quietly as a group of 
excited first-time whale watch-
ers could manage and were 
rewarded with an initial glimpse 
of humpback whales from 
under the water. The newborn 
stayed close to its mother and 
swam up and over her rostrum 
as we looked on. 

We stayed that way, frozen in the gaze 
of one another, for what felt like several 
minutes before mom slowly turned and 
gently guided the calf away. Her giant 
pectoral fin passed in front of my lens, 
and soon after, a massive tail came into 
view before gradually fading off into the 
distance. Our first encounter with hump-
back whales had been spectacular, 
albeit brief and entirely on their terms. 
We climbed back into the boat, animat-
edly talking with one another and excit-
ed for our next interaction with these 
breathtaking leviathans.
 Our voyage began and ended at the 
Ocean World Marina, near the city of 
Puerto Plata, in the northeastern corner 
of the Dominican Republic. Trips run Sat-

urday to Saturday over a 10-week sea-
son, which encompasses mid-January 
through early April each year. From the 
marina, our band of intrepid adventurers 
boarded a liveaboard dive boat and set 
sail for the Silver Bank, a marine mammal 
protected area and expansive, shallow 
underwater shelf located over 70 miles 
offshore in the Atlantic Ocean. 
 We were part of an exclusive group of 
approximately 600 annual visitors, as only 
three permitted boats are allowed on 
the Bank each season. Once moored at 
the sheltered anchorage, guests spend 
the next five days observing and inter-
mingling with the densest population of 
North Atlantic humpback whales on the 
planet. Upwards of 4,000 whales migrate 

Mother humpback whale and her baby calf, rising to the surface together for a breath of air (above) and resting just below the water's sur-
face (previous page); Mother, male escort and baby humpback whale at the surface (top right)

Aerial view of two curious humpback whales inspecting the liveaboard

IMAGE COURTESY OF CONSCIOUS BREATH ADVENTURES
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south each winter from their summer 
feeding grounds to mate and give 
birth in the warm and comparatively 
calm waters of the Bank. 

About humpbacks
Growing to a length of 35 to 45ft 
(10 to 14m) and weighing approxi-
mately one ton (907kg) per foot, the 
humpback is the planet’s seventh 
largest whale. Females are larger 
than the males and whales of the 
Pacific Ocean grow 5 to 8ft (1.5 
to 2.4m) longer than those in the 
Atlantic. Measuring nearly a third of 
the length of the whale, the hump-
back’s pectoral fins are the world’s 

largest animal appendage. 
 An irregular pattern of knobby 
tubercles along the trailing edge of 
the pectoral fins and tail fluke help 
redirect water flow and increase 
efficiency while swimming. Human 
engineers have copied that design 
pattern to create improved airflow 
on airplane wings, wind turbines 
and windmills. Similar tubercles on 
the whale’s rostrum and jaw have 
whiskers and nerve fibers that act as 
a sensory organ, unique to hump-
backs. The arrangement of the 
tubercles on each whale can be 
used to aid in identification, as can 
the distinct patterning of black and 

white coloration on the pectoral fins 
and tail fluke. 
 Their scientific name, Megaptera 
novaeangliae, translates to “giant 
winged New Englander,” in refer-
ence to their large pectoral fins 
and their common sightings off New 
England in the 1900s. Humpbacks 
feed on krill and small fish by lung-
ing, mouth open, at schools of prey 
and engulfing huge amounts of 
water. The water is then pushed out 
through baleen plates in the jaw to 
filter out their meal. 
 The whales do not feed while 
on the Silver Bank and use their fat 
reserves to survive the lengthy migra-

tion. A female can lose up to a third 
of her body weight while fasting 
during the journey and subsequent 
nursing of her newborn calf. It is esti-
mated that only 50 percent of the 
humpback calves survive their first 
year, due in part to the gruelingly 
long migration route and the preda-
tors encountered along the way.

The sanctuary
The Silver Bank is part of a larger 

preserve called the Sanctuary of the 
Marine Mammals of the Dominican 
Republic. The sanctuary was estab-
lished in 1986, expanded ten years 
later, and then again in 2012, and 
now covers an irregularly shaped 
area of over 40,000 sq mi (64,000 sq 
km). A series of shallow coral heads 
along the northeastern boundary 
act as a wave barrier that helps to 
subdue sea conditions, making it an 
ideal breeding and calving ground 
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Baby humpback whale calf twists in the water column while rising to the surface (above); Baby humpback whale calf raises 
its tail fluke while its mother supports it from below (top right); Adult humpback whale breaking the surface for a breath of air 
very close to our boat (right)

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Solitude
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for the whales. 
 The 35 by 45mi (56 by 72km) Sil-
ver Bank was so named following 
the loss of a Spanish ship, laden 
with silver, which ran aground and 
sank on the coral heads in the 
1600s. Voyagers must cross the 
Puerto Rico Trench, the world’s 
third deepest, at over 14,000ft 
(4,267m) to access the Bank, and 
the deep water is home to sev-
eral additional marine mammal 
species including sperm whales, 
which are occasionally spotted 
during the transit.

Conditions
We arrived at our mooring on the 
Silver Bank to significantly different 
weather conditions than when we 
departed the previous evening. 
The sky was dark and ominous, 
and the wind and waves had 
picked up substantially during our 
overnight transit. The ocean’s sur-
face was inundated in white caps 
from wind gusts that were consist-
ently spiking between 26 and 29 

miles per hour. 
 Regulations state that small 
boats are not allowed on the Bank 
if the wind is above 25mph, so 
we had to wait until the weather 
improved before venturing out to 
look for whales. Which is not to say 
that we did not see whales from 
the anchorage; we did, but we 
were unable to get up close or in 
the water with them. The day was 
spent getting to know our fellow 
passengers, preparing underwa-
ter cameras, assembling dry bags 
and snorkeling gear so we were 
ready when the wind dissipated. 
We also spent time learning about 
proper whale snorkeling tech-
niques so we could make the most 
of our future interactions.

Rules, etiquette, procedure
Snorkeling is the only in-water 
humpback whale experience 
that is allowed at the Silver Bank. 
Scuba tanks or even diving down 
into the water column are pro-
hibited. Guests are instructed to 

quietly enter the water and to stay 
together at the surface as they 
slowly make their way over to the 
whales. The guide enters the water 
in advance of the group and 
communicates with the skiff driver 
as to when the proper time is for 
the guests to join the festivities. 
 There are thousands of whales 
on the Bank, but the key is find-
ing a cooperative whale before 
even getting into the water. Once 
a whale is located, frequently by 
detecting their exhalation spout 
in the distance, the skiff carefully 
approaches and attempts to stay 
with the whale while observing 
their behavior and breath cycles. 
 A mother and calf at rest are 
often the easiest to swim with 
because the mother, if comfort-
able with the boat’s presence, 

will stay down for 20 to 40 minutes 
between breaths while her baby 
surfaces every three to eight min-
utes. The calves are still learning 
how they fit in this world and are 
very curious about their surround-
ings, often leading to a close 
inspection of the flotilla of snorkel-
ers at the surface. There is nothing 
that compares to the feeling of 
wonder and pure joy that sweeps 
over you while staring into the eye 
of a whale!
 A typical day on the water starts 
with rolling out of bed to a fresh 
cup of coffee and a made-to-
order breakfast before boarding 
the tenders around 8:30 a.m. to 
begin searching for whales. Rarely 
does one have to venture very 
far, typically less than a couple of 
miles, leaving the vast majority of 

the sanctuary solely to the whales 
and devoid of human presence. 
At some point in the middle of the 
day, the exact time being depend-
ent on whale activity, the group 
returns to the mother ship for lunch 
before venturing back out for 
another excursion in the afternoon. 
 Sanctuary guidelines specify 
that visitors must be back at their 
liveaboards between 5:30/6:00 
p.m., at which point cameras 
and gear are rinsed, showers are 
taken, and cocktails are served 
on the upper deck as guests enjoy 
the sunset and share stories from 
the day’s activities. There was 
often an after-dinner presentation 
in the lounge where we learned 
about humpback whale behav-
ior, biology, natural history, envi-
ronmental threats, conservation 

Stormy seas, waves and white caps churned up by high winds at the Silver Bank

Aerial view of a mother and 
baby humpback whale with 

snorkelers maintaining a safe and 
proper distance at the surface

IMAGE COURTESY OF CONSCIOUS BREATH ADVENTURES

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_PapuaParadise
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efforts and what we as individuals 
can do to help protect the species. 
 Day Two at the anchorage was 
spent waiting in vain for the wind 
to subside. Conditions improved 
in the afternoon but were still not 
conducive to venturing out on the 
water. The crew kept spirits high with 
frequent snacks, and guests were 
encouraged by repeated whale 
sightings. Throughout the day, several 
whales even came in close to say 
hello, and one whale treated us to 
numerous breaches during our sunset 
cocktail hour. 

Humpback behavior
With so many whales on the Bank, 
there was almost always some sort 
of behavior to observe. The whales 
were socializing with one another, 
displaying courtship rituals, and in 

theory, mating—though neither the 
act of mating, nor the birth of a 
humpback whale, has actually been 
witnessed. Our efforts to decipher 
the meaning of these behaviors are 
purely theoretical but that does not 
diminish the fascination of watching 
the whales in action. 
 Breaching is perhaps the easi-
est behavior to identify as a whale 
launches itself headfirst, either par-
tially or fully out of the water, before 
crashing back into the ocean with 
a large splash and often a twisting 
or spinning motion in midair. I have 
seen whales breach repeatedly, 20 
to 30 times in a row without resting, 
and sometimes they breach once 
and are done. Equally impressive is a 
tail breach or peduncle throw, where 
the whale uses its large pectoral fins 
to stabilize its upper body under the 

water while launching its tail in a side-
ways thrust, resulting in a loud splash. 
Humpbacks are known to utilize this 
behavior as a defense mechanism 
against attacking killer whales. 
 Lob tailing or tail slapping is simi-
lar in that the whale swings its tail 
forward and back out of the water, 
smacking the surface with a bois-
terous splash. While laying at the 
surface, humpback whales can 
produce a similarly loud splash by 
slamming their massive pectoral fin 
or fins into the water in what is called 
a pec slap. The sound can be heard 
at great distances underwater and is 
likely some form of communication. 
 It is not advisable to be in the water 
during any of the above behaviors, 
but they make for fantastic photo 
ops from the safety of the skiffs. These 
behaviors would also make for great 

A young humpback whale calf practices breaching out of the water

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_WaterproofD7X
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subjects for drone photography, 
except that unmanned aircraft 
are only allowed on the Silver Bank 
with prior permission and a special 
permit, typically granted solely to 
documentary film crews. I was not 
able to obtain a permit, but each 
of the three boats is allowed to fly 
a drone for self-promotional foot-
age, and thus the aerial images 
included with this story are courte-
sy of Conscious Breath Adventures.

Simulations
We awoke to continued overcast 
and windy conditions on Day 
Three, though thankfully the gusts 
had diminished enough to allow 
us to head out on the skiffs to 
look for whales. After breakfast, 
we loaded up the small boats 
and commenced with a practice 

snorkel drill. 
 Sitting on the railing with our fins 
over the edge, the group waited 
for the boat driver’s instruction 
to enter the water, upon the go-
ahead signal from our guide, who 
was already floating over to a 
make-believe whale. Permission 
granted, we eased into the water 
and slowly made our way over to 
the simulated whale, doing our 
best to remember to keep our fins 
under the surface, so as to remain 
as silent as possible and not dis-
turb a real whale. 
 Mission accomplished, we 
began scanning the horizon for 
whale spouts amongst the white 
caps in hopes of utilizing our 
new-found skills. The opportunity 
to get back in the water did not 
materialize as we were hit with a 

rainsquall that reduced visibility to 
nearly zero. The wind picked up 
again over lunch, and we were 
unable to get back in the small 
boats until late afternoon. 

Encounters
We had a wonderful up-close 
encounter with a mother, calf 
and escort as they let us follow 
along from the surface, though 
we were unable to get in the 
water. At the end of the day, as 
we made our way back to the 
liveaboard, a passing cloudburst 
produced a huge rainbow over 
the anchorage, instilling hope for 
a better tomorrow.
 When a male is looking to mate 
with a female, he will stay in close 
proximity until she is receptive, 
which can be in as little as 10 to 14 

travel Silver Bank

A young humpback whale calf uses its long pectoral fin to slap the water's surface in what is called a pec slap (left); A 
rainbow forms off a passing rain shower over the Atlantic Ocean (top right); A young humpback whale calf splashes 
back into the water after a breach (bottom right)
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days after she has given birth. The 
calves are born after a 12-month 
gestation period and are about a 
third as long as their mothers. 
 The primary suitor is called an 
escort, and each additional male 
that attempts to court the same 
female is labeled a challenger. 
When there are multiple challeng-
ers, all vying for the same female, 
the competition can be intense 
and is referred to as a rowdy 
group or a heat run. These clashes 
are more prevalent later in the 
season, when there are fewer 
females remaining on the Bank. 
 The males chase the female 
in an attempt to overtake the 
escort, all the while fighting with 
one another for position by slam-
ming into one another with bod-
ies, tails and pectoral fins and 
even attempting to prevent their 

opponents from rising to the sur-
face for air. As a result, males 
will often have scars and bat-
tle wounds on their bodies that 
make them easier to distinguish 
from the relatively unblemished 
females. Humpback whales 
reach sexual maturity between 
five and eight years of age and 
are thought to have a lengthy 20- 
to 30-year reproductive life cycle, 
during their lifespan of around 70 
to 90 years.

Threats
In addition to the challenges that 
humpback whales face from 
Mother Nature, sadly there are 
also multiple man-made threats 
to their existence. Commercial 
whaling decimated their popu-
lation and drove the species to 
near extinction before the United 

Nations recommended a 10-year 
moratorium on whaling in 1972. 
The International Whaling Com-
mission voted to further pause 
commercial whaling in 1982, 
but a loophole that allows for 
whaling in the name of research 
has been exploited by several 
nations, which continue the prac-
tice to this day. 
 Fishing gear and the threat of 
entanglement affects hundreds 
of thousands of cetaceans each 
year. Our consumer habits can 
assist on two fronts: by choos-
ing to purchase sustainable 
seafood to help bring about the 
replacement of outdated fishing 
techniques with less hazardous 
methods, as well as curbing the 
demand for whale meat and 
blubber. Until such time as when 
fishing practices are no longer a 

A baby humpback whale calf rises to the surface for a breath of air.

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_NAUI
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threat, a global network of entanglement 
response teams has been established 
to attempt to remove the lines and nets 
from a whale once it becomes ensnared. 
 Shipping lanes that bisect whale migra-
tion routes and feeding grounds put 
whales at risk of being struck by ships, 
leading to injury or death. Research stud-
ies can help identify such interactions, 
and the findings can be used to advo-
cate for changes to shipping lanes to 
protect the whales. 

 Finally, global warming, ocean acidifi-
cation and pollution all negatively impact 
the very water the whales need to survive. 
Sanctuaries like the Silver Bank are critical-
ly important to the health of the species, 
and they need our continued support.

Displays and interactions
The weather continued to improve on 
Day Four and we were treated to a fan-
tastic display as six to eight rowdy males 
chased a female shortly into our morning 
session. Multiple mother-and-calf pair-
ings followed, but none were stationary 
enough to allow us to get wet. 
 Just before lunch, we decided to 
explore the resident shipwreck, a Greek 
freighter named Polyxeni, which ran 
aground on the coral heads, decades 
earlier. Her rusty hull had remained largely 
above water until two recent hurricanes 
decimated her remains. It felt great to 
get back in the water and stretch our 

Remnants can be seen of the Polyxeni freight-
er that shipwrecked on the shallow coral 
heads of the Silver Bank (top right), much of 
which is now mostly underwater after being 
destroyed by multiple hurricanes (above and 
right); Brown booby bird rests on top of the 
remnants of the Polyxeni (left)
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legs, even if we were not yet swimming 
with whales. 
 Our afternoon began with a brief 
encounter with a singing male mov-
ing slowly amongst the shallow coral 
heads, but unfortunately, he eluded 
us before we were able to get close 
enough to hop in the water. Finally, we 
came across the mother and newborn 
calf, whose interaction at the start of this 
story allowed us to ultimately see our first 
whales underwater. 
 The remainder of the day was spent on 
board the skiff in pursuit of a rambunc-
tious calf who was repeatedly practicing 
its breaching, though not always suc-
cessfully. It was fascinating to watch the 
calf attempt to emulate the behavior. 

We had hoped that it would eventually 
tire itself out, requiring mom and baby to 
stop and rest and allow us to get back in 
the water, but they never lingered. After 
more than an hour of watching and pho-
tographing them from the surface, we 
had to break off for the day and head 
for home. That evening, we enjoyed an 
outdoor BBQ and a night sky presenta-
tion on the upper deck. Stargazing while 
out at the Silver Bank is phenomenal due 
to the complete lack of light pollution.

Humpback songs
Humpback whales produce elaborate 
songs of clicks and whistles that can last 
up to 20 to 40 minutes and each tune is 
unique to the whales that inhabit a par-

ticular geographic region. The North Atlan-
tic humpback whales have a different 
song than the humpbacks from the South 
Atlantic, which is different than the whales 
in the Pacific. Whales from the same popu-
lation all sing the same song, though each 
whale sings in their own voice. 
 Cetaceans have no vocal cords and 
use a larynx-type structure in the throat 
to generate their melodies. They do not 
need to exhale to create sound, so the 
exact mechanism by which they sing is 
still a bit of a mystery. Most of the sing-
ers, or singing whales, are male and they 
frequently orient themselves with their 
heads down, vertically in the water col-
umn while singing. 
 If you are lucky enough to be in the 

water with a singer, not only can you 
hear the song, frequently you can also 
feel the sound waves as they resonate 
in your chest, arms or legs. Each person 
experiences the vibrations differently, 
depending on their own physiology. 
Every skiff has a hydrophone on board 
allowing guests to listen to the songs 

even when the whales are not close 
enough for snorkeling. We were fortunate 
to hear singers on multiple occasions dur-
ing our trip.

Calm seas and curious calf
Our last day on the water began with 
blue skies, sunshine and the calmest seas 

Mother and baby humpback whale calf rise to the surface for a breath of air (above); A humpback whale surfaces in front of pink sunset (right)
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we had experienced to date. Numerous 
whales were breaching and tail slapping 
on the distant horizon, and we took this as 
an encouraging sign of things to come. 
 The morning started slowly as we spot-
ted a few spouts but had no luck finding 
a cooperative whale with which to swim. 
Around 11:30 a.m., we came upon a 
mother, calf and escort, which took inter-
est in our boat and stayed in close prox-
imity as we excitedly donned our snorkel 
gear in hopes that they would allow us 
to join them in the water.
 Timing their breathing cycles, we 
knew that mom was staying down for 
nearly 20 minutes between breaths, 
and so, when she next headed under, 
we slipped into the water and swam for 
her “footprint” on the water’s surface, 
where she disappeared. With all of the 

recent wind and wave action, the vis-
ibility was not ideal, but she was visible 
below us with the baby tucked under 
her bright white pectoral fin. A few min-
utes later, the youngster came up for 
several breaths and an inspection of the 
gaggle of humans at the surface. It then 
went down and came up two more 
times before mom joined him at the sur-
face and then went down again herself 
to continue resting. This went on for well 
over an hour in what would be our best 
snorkeling opportunity of the trip. It was 
absolutely amazing to spend this much 
time watching a baby whale exploring 
its world! 
 The skiff with the other half of our pas-
sengers on board the liveaboard had 
come over to join us towards the end of 
our time in the water. We traded places 

with them the next time mom came up 
for air and slowly moved our boat away 
so they could enjoy their time in the 
water. As we were debating whether 
to risk running back for lunch, the trio 
of whales appeared again around our 
boat. We had no idea what was draw-
ing them to us as opposed to our sister 
ship, but the whales proceeded to swim 
near our boat for the next three hours. 
 We had begun monitoring breath 
cycles, preparing for another in-water 
session when the calf changed course, 
came in for a closer look and rubbed 
the underside of our boat. Mom joined 
her calf at the surface soon after, as they 
swam around us in tight circles. With no 
room to get in the water for fear of land-
ing on the whales, we did our best to 
capture the scene from the surface as 

A mother and baby humpback whale calf at the water's sur-
face for a breath of air (left); The Sea Hunter liveaboard dive 
boat anchored on the Silver Bank (below); Water drains off the 
tail fluke of a baby humpback whale calf as it dives below the 
water's surface (bottom right).
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the scenario persisted. After several days 
of weather-related frustration, we were 
rewarded with a fantastic prolonged 
interaction and one of my most memora-
ble days on the water with whales.

Topside attractions
The Dominican Republic is a fantastic 
place to spend a few days before or 
after your whale-watching adventure. 

There are hundreds 
of miles of tropical 
beaches, pictur-
esque mountains, 
scenic waterfalls and 
fascinating cultural 
experiences. 

 We spent a day exploring the area 
around Puerto Plata on the front end of 
our trip. The day started with a ride on 
the Caribbean’s only cable car up to the 
top of Mount Isabel de Torres at 2,600ft 
(793m). At the summit, there are spec-
tacular views of the city and the Atlantic 
Ocean beyond as well as walking paths, 
gardens, lagoons, a cave to explore and 
a smaller-sized replica of the Christ the 

Redeemer statue. Numerous tour guides 
are available to show you around for tip 
money, or you are welcome to sightsee 
on your own. 
 Once back in the city, we stopped at 
the Del Oro chocolate factory to refuel 
and learn about the chocolate-making 
process. Del Oro produces several varie-
ties of chocolate ranging from milk to 
dark, and all are certified organic from 
locally sourced cocoa farms. 
 Reluctantly departing the chocolate 
factory, we made our way to the famous 
Malecon, or esplanade, along the water-
front and stopped briefly to photograph 
the statue of Neptune. This 22ft (7m) 
bronze statue is mounted on a small 

island just offshore and serves as the 
guardian of the harbor. 
 Continuing north along the Avenida 
General Gregorio Luperón, our next stop 
was the Fortress of San Felipe. Built by the 
Spanish in the 16th century to defend the 
Dominican Republic from pirates, the fort 
is now a museum featuring some of the 
original canons and weaponry. Nearby, 
a lovely woman was peddling the oppor-
tunity to take pictures with her donkey, 
and while I declined to pose myself, I 
happily paid her to let me photograph 
the donkey beside the fortress. 
 Puerto Plata Central Park was our final 
destination, along with Umbrella Street 
and the Paseo de Doña Blanca. The 

park is more comparable to a quaint 
town square, with a gazebo in the mid-
dle, benches all around and a striking 
Catholic Cathedral at one end. A short 
walk from the park, taking you past local 
shops and colorful Victorian homes, is 
Umbrella Street. This tourist attraction 

travel Silver Bank

Looking down on the city of Puerto Plata 
from the only cable car in the Caribbean, 
located on Mount Isabel de Torres (above); 
Replica of Christ the Redeemer statue, sit-
ting on top of a fortress at the top of Mount 
Isabel de Torres (left); Statue of Neptune on 
a small island just offshore of Puerto Plata 
(top right); Chocolate bars from the Del 
Oro factory in Puerto Plata (right); colorful 
Umbrella Street near Central Park in down-
town Puerto Plata was decorated with a 
mask for Carnival (far right)
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Umbrella Street, near 
Central Park in downtown 
Puerto Plata (above); Sunset 
over the Silver Bank silhou-
ettes a large sailboat (left).

Donkey wearing flowers poses for tourist photos while standing in front of 
the Fortaleza San Felipe (above); This pink alley is a tourist attraction near 
downtown Puerto Plata named Paseo de Doña Blanca (top right).

is designed for photographs and consists of 
hundreds of rainbow-colored umbrellas sus-
pended over the street. Less than a block 
away is Paseo de Doña Blanca, an alleyway 
that has been entirely painted pink. A bronze 
figure on a bench, where vacationers pose 

for pictures, and the 
green plants are the 
only items that diverge 
from the color scheme. 

Afterthoughts
Our time at the Silver 
Bank was over far too 
soon. We returned to 
the marina after six days 
off the grid to news of 
closing borders and 
cancelled flights from 
the then impending 
coronavirus pandemic—
a far cry from the awe-
inspiring, face-to-face 

encounters we were experiencing just one day 
earlier. The opportunity to swim with humpback 
whales is a once-in-a-lifetime type of adven-
ture that I wish I could repeat every year. I am 
truly struggling to find the words to describe 
how extraordinary it is to be in the water with 

whales. I will find a way to return to the Silver 
Bank, and I urge you to make the voyage 
yourself. Bring the whole family—you will thank 
me later. 

The author would like to thank Conscious 
Breath Adventures (consciousbreath-
adventures.com) for hosting this excursion, the 
Dominican Republic Ministry of Tourism (godo-
minicanrepublic.com) for their help with flights 
and logistics, Emotions Playa Dorada (emo-
tionpuertoplata.com) for lodging and the crew 
of the MV Sea Hunter (underseahunter.com) 
for taking such good care of us. Thanks also go 
to Scubapro (scubapro.com) and Blue Abyss 
Photo (blueabyssphoto.com) for their assis-
tance with underwater dive and photo gear.

Matthew Meier is a professional underwater 
photographer and travel writer based in San 
Diego, California. To see more of his work 
and to order photo prints, please visit:  
matthewmeierphoto.com.

http://www.consciousbreathadventures.com
http://www.consciousbreathadventures.com
http://www.godominicanrepublic.com
http://www.godominicanrepublic.com
http://www.emotionpuertoplata.com
http://www.emotionpuertoplata.com
http://www.underseahunter.com
http://www.scubapro.com
http://www.blueabyssphoto.com
http://www.matthewmeierphoto.com
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History  Christopher Columbus 
discovered the island of 
Hispaniola in 1492 at the start 
of the Spanish conquest of the 
Caribbean and prior to his land-
ing on the US mainland. In 1697, 
Spain recognized France’s claim 
to the western third of the island, 
which became known as Haiti in 
1804. The remainder of the island, 
then known as Santo Domingo, 
sought to gain their own inde-
pendence in 1821, but they were 
conquered by the Haitians, who 
ruled for the next 22 years, before 
finally becoming a separate 
country, called the Dominican 
Republic, in 1844. 
 The Silver Bank Sanctuary for 
humpback whales was estab-
lished in 1986, and ten years 
later, that protected area 
was enlarged, improved and 
renamed the Sanctuary of 
the Marine Mammals of the 
Dominican Republic. Several 
nursing areas for the humpback 
whales are safeguarded within 
the sanctuary, and all activity is 
strictly regulated. No vessels may 
visit during whale season without 
a permit, and there are only three 
whale-watching permits issued, 
limiting the number of visitors to 
roughly 600 persons per season.
Government: Presidential repub-
lic. Capital: Santo Domingo 

Geography  The Dominican 
Republic occupies the eastern 

two-thirds of the 
island of Hispaniola, 
which is located 
between the 
Caribbean Sea and 
the Atlantic Ocean. 
The countryside 
consists of rugged 
mountains, fertile agri-
cultural valleys and 
hundreds of miles of 
shoreline. It includes 
the Caribbean’s larg-
est lake and its tall-
est mountain, Pico 
Duarte, at 10,164ft 
(3,098m). The Silver 
Bank is located north 
of the Dominican 
Republic, east of Turks 
and Caicos, and is 
70 miles (112km) from 
the nearest island. The rocky pla-
teau rises to depths of 60 to 100ft 
(18 to 30m) and covers an irregu-
larly shaped area of 35 by 45 
miles (56 by 72km). Coral heads 
on the northeastern edge of the 
bank protect the anchorage 
from significant ocean swell and 
help make it an ideal calving and 
mating area for the humpback 
whales.
 
Climate  The climate is tropical 
year round, with minimal tempera-
ture fluctuations. During the ten-
week humpback whale season, 
which runs mid-January through 
early April, daytime air tempera-

tures can reach 85°F (30°C) and 
drop down to 70-75°F (21-24°C) at 
night. Water temperatures range 
from 72-80°F (22-26°C) and a rash 
guard or wetsuit is advisable for 
both warmth and sun protection 
while snorkeling.

Environ mental issues  
Challenges include deforesta-
tion, water shortages and dam-
age to coral reefs by soil eroding 
into the sea.

Economy  Historically, the 
economy was supported by the 
primary exports of sugar, coffee 
and tobacco; however, with the 

growth in construc-
tion and tourism, 
the Dominican 
Republic has sig-
nificantly increased 
the number of ser-
vice industry jobs 
over the last three 
decades. Starting 
in 2012, the country 
also began extract-
ing gold and silver 
from one of the 
largest mines in the 
world. Roughly half 
of the country’s 
exports and nearly 

40 percent of its imports occur with 
the United States. Additionally, the 
Dominican Republic is the world’s 
leading exporter of organic cocoa 
for the chocolate industry.

Currency  Dominican Pesos 
(DOP). Credit cards are accept-
ed on board and at larger hotels 
and resorts, but ATMs and banks 
are difficult to find outside of 
major cities. Exchange rates: 
1USD=58.45DOP; 1EUR=69.06DOP; 
1GBP=75.84DOP; 1AUD=42.21DOP; 
1SGD=43.17DOP

Population  The Dominican 
Republic has a population of 10.5 

million (July 2020 
est), of which over 
70% identify them-
selves as hav-
ing some sort of 
mixed ancestry. 
Roman Catholic 
is the religion of 
choice for roughly 

48% of Dominicans, 
while nearly 30% of 

the population has not 
declared any religious 

affiliation. Over 80% of the 
population lives in urban areas, 

mostly in coastal developments 
and that number is rising at a rate 
of approximately 2% per year.

Language  The official lan-
guage is Spanish, though English 
is generally spoken in tourist areas 
and by most of the crew on 
board the liveaboards.

Phone/Internet  There is no 
Internet or cell service on board 
once out at sea, though the 
boat does have a satellite phone 
in case of emergencies. Wi-Fi is 
available when anchored in the 
marina and at major hotels.

Voltage  Electricity is 120 
volts/60 Hz, and the plugs have 
two or three prongs that match 
types A, B and C. The liveaboards 
visiting the Silver Bank are likely 
from a different country, so the 
sockets may be different. It is rec-
ommended that you inquire as to 
whether an adaptor is needed.

Cuisine  The food on board is a 
mixture of international dishes and 
local fare, which can be tailored 
to meet any dietary constraints. 
Daily made-to-order breakfast, 
along with buffet style lunch and 
dinners, are provided, with snacks 
served between meals.

Tipping  Tipping is expected on 
liveaboard dive boats, and each 
establishment has its own guide-
lines and suggestions. A tip of 10 to 
15% of the value of your trip is gen-
erally recommended.

Health  Please check with 
your state department or local 
embassy for the latest travel 
restrictions due to the coronavirus 
pandemic. There is a high degree 
of risk for food or waterborne dis-
eases such as bacterial diarrhea, 
hepatitis A and typhoid fever; as 
well as vectorborne diseases such 
as dengue fever. Check with the 
WHO or your dive operator for 
prophylaxis recommendations 
and required vaccines. 

Hyperbaric chamber  
The nearest chamber to the Silver 
Bank is in Puerto Plata. However, as 
all humpback whale interactions 
are on the surface and involve 
snorkeling only, a chamber should 
not be necessary.

Travel/Visa/Security  
Please check with your state 
department for the latest travel 
advisories and restrictions due to 
the coronavirus pandemic. Inter-
national airports in either Puerto 
Plata (POP) or Santiago (STI) are 
within 30 to 90 minutes respectively 
from the Ocean World Marina, 
where the liveaboard boats dock. 
A passport is required for entry into 
the Dominican Republic and must 
be valid for at least six months past 
your departure date. A visa is only 
necessary if you are staying more 
than 30 days. 

Websites
Dominican Republic Tourism
godominicanrepublic.com

Dominican Republic
RIGHT: Location of the 

Dominican Republic 
 on global map 

BELOW: Location of Silver 
Bank on map of the 
Dominican Republic

NASA

fact file
SOURCES: CONSCIOUSBREATHADVENTURES.COM 
US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK, CDC.GOV, STATE.
TRAVEL.US, WIKIPEDIA.ORG, XE.COM
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