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Miri is a nice and quiet, laid-back
city for shipwrecks, giving divers
the luxury of having the dive site
all to themselves without bumping
into large dive groups underwater
unlike the more famous dive
destinations in Malaysian Borneo.

MG RBvmmRR, EBR —kbs=
BIGERSRPNTE, A0 SRBIEDMHNE
EARDERANE, AXEBKRKATHEETEF
5— R EEXKDRES TG, RS
BEBMNBEBEX.

Text & Photo  Christian Loader / Scubazoo




68

Dreamit. Plan it. Dive it

he little-known city of Miri in the Malaysian

state of Sarawak, close to the border of

Brunei, is not a place that springs to mind

when thinking about diving in Borneo. Miri

is better-known as the gateway for tourists
visiting the rainforest at Lambir Hills National Park, or the
limestone caves and archeological sites of Niah National
Park — where human remains dating 40,000 years have
been found. Also nearby is Gunung Mulu National Park,
a UNESCO World Heritage Site that attracts tourists for
its limestone karst formations, vast cave networks, rock
pinnacles, cliffs, gorges and mountainous forest. The park
is world famous for the largest caves in the world.

Miri is one of Borneo's up-and-coming dive
destinations, particularly for wreck diving, and an ideal
place to immerse yourself underwater for a few days as
an interlude to Sarawak's other tourist attractions. Off
the coast of Miri, the protected Miri-Sibuti Coral Reef
National Park is the largest marine park in Sarawak.

The abundance of patch reefs lying at depths ranging
from 7-30 meters is divided into two main areas — the
shallower Siwa reefs closer to the coast between 6—15m
which feature abundant hard and soft corals, barrel
sponges, anemones, and bommies; and the deeper Tukau
shoals between 18-30m featuring flatter topography
with scattered bommies and large gorgonian sea fans,
whip corals, and soft corals.
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Miri's special attraction for divers are five shipwrecks, as well as an
artificial wreck of part of a decommissioned oil rig. Shipwrecks are generally
few and far between in Sabah and Sarawak, with a few others further north in
Labuan Island and Usukan Bay, making Miri especially appealing to the growing
number of wreck enthusiasts. The majority of over 30 dive sites are within a
15-60 minute speedboat ride from Miri's marina, while the furthest dive sites
are accessible on a day trip up to 70km south near the town of Sibuti.
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A diver hovers above the Kenyalang oil rig artificial wreck
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I 'was in Miri with two colleagues filming a new
episode of Borneo From Below exploring Miri's reefs and
wrecks as well as the caves at Niah National Park. We
dived with Co Co Dive, an experienced, safety conscious
team, offering customized dive packages and specialty
courses. Next door is Co Co House, a clean, spacious
and affordable lodge located just a 10-minute walk from
the small city center. There are a number of attractions
including the famous Miri Handicraft Centre for local arts
and crafts; the fantastic food court Taman Seroja serves
all kinds of local food; and the very popular and vibrant
Ming Café is the place to be after the sun goes down
where you'll find the finest selection of beers in Sarawak!

We headed out each morning from the marina, past
the photogenic seahorse lighthouse and out to sea for
the day's diving, and with our underwater cameras in
hand, we were eager to explore what Miri's had to offer.
The shallower Siwa reefs are abundant with hard and soft

corals, barrel sponges, anemones, numerous nudibranchs,

reef fish, schooling snappers and fusiliers, as well as small
coral cat sharks hidden among rocky crevices during

the day. Batu Balais, a sloping reef at 14m flourished
with colorful foliose hard coral at 20m with many large
gorgonian sea fans on the sandy bottom. Batfish are
common here as well as schooling barracuda and trevally.

The large and deeper Siwa Reef is 800m long and
250m wide and thriving with large boulder and staghorn
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hard corals, and can be explored over a number of

dives. Anemone Garden and Eve's Garden are both
shallow, pretty reefs with many bommies and sandy
patches teeming with hard corals, anemones, giant clams,
and soft corals such as leather corals, elephant's ear and
dead man's fingers — these sites are great for novice divers
and dive training.

| was really impressed with the deeper reefs of Santak
and Tukau, which offer better visibility than dive sites closer
to the coast. Santak Point and Gorgonian Paradise are reefs
at 18-22m with flat topography and a large number of huge
gorgonian sea fans as well as large bush and whip corals.
Schools of snapper, fusiliers, barracuda, and batfish inhabit
these deeper reefs, and occasional large bommies are home
to swirling schools of glassfish.

The Kenyalang Rig is a leg of a decommissioned oil
rig sunk in 2004 by Shell, Petronas and the Malaysian
government to create an artificial reef. Lying on its side on
a sandy bottom at 2Im rising to 14m, this large 20m-long
structure is now teeming with marine life. Schools of
snapper, rabbit fish, and damselfish swarm around the
rig which has a dense covering of soft corals and whip
corals, while orange anthias, hawkfish, and scorpionfish
can be found all over the metal structures. Olive sea
snakes can often be seen slithering around the sandy
seabed in search of food, or swimming in the blue next
to the rig.

A hapless juvenile blue-lined grouper falls prey to a hungry reef lizardfish
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Colourful soft coral and snappers on the Kenyalang oil rig artificial wreck
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Red Wreck is the site of an old wooden fishing boat
sitting upright on a sandy seabed with its stern at 30m.
Covered in hard and soft corals, the wooden wreck
presents a variety of macro life such as shrimps and
nudibranchs. Schools of big-eye barracuda and snapper
stay close to the wreck, while a school of batfish hover in
the blue close to the surface.

The best wreck in Miri's waters is the Atago Maru,
one of two World War Il wrecks lying in shallow water
close to the coast. This 100m-long Japanese cargo ship
was bombed 6km from Miri in 1944, and sadly 270
people lost their lives. This vast wreck which has slowly
sunk into the sand over the years rests at just 14m,
and the ship's superstructure has taken a beating from
the monsoon waves. The wreck is home to schools of
trevally, large cobia, barracuda, and batfish, and among
the metal wreckage moray eels, octopus, scorpionfish,
lionfish, shrimps and many nudibranchs can be found.

Due to the unfavorable conditions we experienced
during our short trip here in the typhoon season, we
only managed to do one dive on the Atago Maru with
the visibility down to almost zero! The team at Co Co
Dive rave about diving here during the calmer and clearer
months of April—June, and we can't wait to return next
year to see this wreck in all its glory.

Another alluring reason to come back to Miri for
a future dive trip is the very high chance of observing
aggregations of large pharoah cuttlefish mating in March
and April, and divers can get up close to these mating
pairs. During this same time of year lucky divers could see
enormous whale sharks or manta rays which are attracted
to Miri's coast to feed on the rich blooms of krill.

If you're looking for a new dive location to avoid
crowds of other divers, or are particularly interested in
wreck diving, then Miri is certainly the place for you.
Coupled with the rich, tribal history of Sarawak, and some
adventurous land-based tours to nearby Mulu, Niah, or
Lambir Hills National Parks, you're sure to have an exciting
activity-filled vacation here in Malaysian Borneo.

72 Dreamit. Plan it. Dive it

Getting there

Malaysia Airlines and Air Asia operate direct flights to Miri from Singapore
and Kuala Lumpur, as well as domestic flights within Malaysia from
popular cities such as Kota Kinabalu, Kuching and George Town.

S

Passport holders from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and all south-east Asian
countries (except Myanmar) can obtain a free 30-day visa on arrival, while
most western visitors are entitled to a free 90-day visa on arrival. Visitors
from mainland China can apply for e-Visa online.

Language
Malay is the official language, and English and Mandarin are widely spoken
in Malaysia.

Currency
The local currency is the Malaysian Ringgit (MYR). | MYR = 0.23 USD.

Electricity
220 - 240V 50Hz. Plug sockets are 'type G’ (3 rectangular prong). Consider
bringing adapters with you, although they can be purchased easily locally.

Best time to dive

The diving season in Miri runs from March through to end November,
with visibility between 10—20m. During the months of April, May and
June divers can expect the best visibility between 20—30m, while July

to September can bring the occasional typhoon, causing rough surface
conditions and reduced visibility of ~5m lasting a few days. Warm waters
all year round with an average of 30° Celsius.

Dive operator (K \I/Z)
Co Co Dive
www.divemiri.com

Hoopa Diving Club
diving.hoopa.com.my/miri/

For more videos about diving in Miri, check out the website
www.borneofrombelow.com
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