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Turtles of Raine Island

Raine Island is a protected
area inaccessible to the
public, but you can dive

the waters around it and once or
twice a year Mike Ball Dive
Expeditions runs a seven night
liveaboard to this special place
making for an incredible journey
to a rarely visited part of the far
northern Great Barrier Reef.

I visited in November, early nesting
season, departing from Cairns on a
spectacular low-level flight over the reef to
Lizard Island to board Spoilsport with 27
other passengers all keen to get exploring.
It’s a 500km round trip journey to Raine
Island and over the course of the week we
pack in around 26 dives, dropping in on
reefs along the way such as Tijou and Cat
Reefs, and Small and Great Detached
Reefs.  Undersea cliffs are hung with
brightly coloured soft corals and fans, and
barracuda, mackerel, tuna and sharks

patrol the walls.  TMO offers a maze of
bommies creating interesting swim
throughs teeming with fish.  It’s exciting
stuff knowing that these sites see very few
divers each year.

The crew on board encourage me to do
my nitrox certification and the extended
bottom times are a great bonus.  It turns
out Spoilsport is Australia’s most awarded
dive liveaboard and I thoroughly enjoy the
attentiveness of all who look after us. The
boat’s twin hull design gives a relatively
stable ride in the gently rolling seas and
the spacious dive deck makes kitting up
and jumping in a relatively
straightforward affair.

The diving continues with a descent on
the wreck of the Pandora. This Royal
Navy ship sank in 1791 in 33m with the
loss of 34 crew and mutineers from HMS
Bounty, and though much of the wooden
structure has perished the anchor and
stove are highlights on this historically
important site.

Finally Raine Island appears, a slick of

sand hovering just above the horizon.
Dozens of turtle heads poke through the
surface all around us for a snatch of air,
but they’re quick about it here.  The
waters are patrolled by tiger sharks just
waiting for an exhausted turtle to swim
past on their way back out to sea after
laying their eggs. Loitering at the surface
would not be wise.

We jump in and it’s the coral that I
notice first.  Banks and banks of brilliant
colour roll on and on into the distance in
shades that seem too incredible to be real
- bright yellow, pink, purple, green and
blue.  We lazily swim in one direction for
seventy minutes and it doesn’t stop.  It’s
the most abundant, healthy and colourful
coral I have seen in nearly 30 years of
diving. 

Of course we see plenty of turtles and
they’re huge.  I didn’t actually know they
could grow that big - up to 1.5m long I
later discover.  Underwater they are still
skittish, cruising over the reef away from
the island and making a dash past us to

deeper water.  A few circle me slowly though, eyeing me
curiously, and I wonder if they have they seen a diver before.

As the day rolls on the numbers increase and some divers
count up to 100 turtles on one dive.  The sun starts to set and we
peer through binoculars from the upper sundeck at the scores of
dark oval shapes hauling themselves from the water and up the
sand, ready for a tough night of laying eggs. The sand looks like
it’s been scoured by 4WD’s, the trails of flipper marks left by the
turtles.

We get four dives in at Raine Island before heading south
again.  There are more walls, more bommies heaving with fish,
more swim throughs.  I don’t make it to the huge cavern at 40m
at Aladdin’s Cave but I’m more than happy with the eight
silvertip sharks that greet me on descent and the jeweled colours
of the soft corals I see.  The dive ends a fabulous week and I feel
extremely fortunate to have experienced a taste of the pristine
diving in this rarely visited region.

History of Raine Island
RAINE ISLAND is located in a remote area of the Great
Barrier Reef that was the site of numerous shipwrecks,
particularly during the 1800s, and even today remains
poorly charted.

Raine Island was named in 1824 after Thomas Raine
(1793–1860), master mariner and captain of the Surry,
who reported the presence of the island in 1815.

Raine Island is the site of the oldest European structure
in the northern tropics of Australia - a stone beacon. 

The beacon was designed as an aid to shipping passing
through this part of the reef. The beacon was constructed
in 1844, under the order of the British Admiralty by 20
convict stonemasons and labourers.

Stone for the beacon was quarried from the phosphate
rock found on the island. Shells were burned to make
lime for mortar and ironically, timbers were taken from
shipwrecks in the area. The work took four months and
was supervised by soldiers from New South Wales. The
14m tall beacon, originally canvas-topped, was never lit.

Words by Laura Waters

There’s a tiny dollop of sand the shape 
of a raindrop, rising out of the water 
120 km off the north eastern tip of 
Australia. It’s covered with a smattering 
of low vegetation and it’s one of the biggest green turtle nesting sites in the world
attracting anywhere from 40,000-130,000 turtles each year.
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Great Detached Reef - credit Julia Sumerling

Raine Island, nesting site to thousands of turtles - credit Julia Sumerling

Soft corals everywhere at Catchers Mitt - credit Julia Sumerling


