The Malaysian state of Sabah straddles the northern tip of Borneo, one of the
world's largest islands. With its ancient rainforests, rugged granite mountains,
idyllic lagoons and pristine beaches, Sabah is home to some of the world's
greatest marine biodiversity.
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itting in the heart of the Coral Triangle,

Sabah is a magnet for both international

and local divers. With its glorious tropical

islands, sandy beaches, teeming coral reefs

and clear warm water, this biodiversity
hotspot is indeed a diver's dream come true. From
their recently published book; Sensational Seas of
Sabah the team from Scubazoo shortlist the very
best of what Sabah has to offer.
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I. Pulau Tiga

Pulau Tiga was formed just over a century ago
when an earthquake, with its epicentre many kilometers
away in the Philippines, triggered a volcanic eruption
20km off the west coast of Sabah — the result of which
was the birth of a new island. Thankfully no further
tremors have occurred in recent history and the only
reminder of the island's turbulent creation is a 'volcano'
still bubbling hot mud in the centre of the island. Pulau
Tiga has matured beautifully and now boasts long
sandy beaches and sheltered lagoons, although the
many large monitor lizards that patrol the beaches can
give the island a distinctly prehistoric feel.

Below the surface of the sea, the reefs around
Pulau Tiga appear to be blanketed with color as
extensive patches of soft corals in orange, yellow,
purple and red stretch across the sea floor. Massive
hard coral outcrops dot the seabed, providing
shelter for large numbers of schooling fish and, on
closer inspection, a wide variety of critters seek
shelter within. This nutrient-rich sea is both home
and breeding ground for a huge number of different
species that all thrive under the protection offered
by the National Park located on this uninhabited
island, including the many banded kraits found
around Snake Island.

Dream it. Plan it. Dive it
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The only
reminder of the
island's turbulent
creation is a
'volcano' still
bubbling hot mud
in the centre of
the island
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Water monitor lizard (Varanus
salvator) swimming underwater
around Pulau Tiga
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2. Pulau Sapi, Tunku Abdul Raman Marine Park

For a location so close to a major city, the reefs
within Tunku Abdul Raman Marine Park (Tarp)
still have surprisingly good coral cover and a high
biodiversity, with an estimated 364 different fish
species living within Tarp's boundaries.

One of the reasons for this high biodiversity is
the wide range of habitats — you can be ‘muck’ diving
with a blue-ringed octopus on your first dive of the
day, exploring colorful reefs with passing black-tip
reef sharks on the second and interacting with turtles
and cuttlefish on one of the islands' house reefs
on the final dive. Sapi Island based within the park
offers both a house reef and a sandy substrate, so
perfect for seeing turtles, fish schools and hunting for
critters in the rubble.
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Tiger-tail seahorse (Hippocampus comes)
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The reefs within Tunku Abdul Raman Marine Park
still have surprisingly good coral cover and a high
biodiversity
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With three
large Japanese
wrecks from
World War

II to choose
from, there

are a range of
possibilities for
a day trip
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Dream it. Plan it. Dive it

3. Rice Bowl Wreck, Usukan Bay

Around 70km north of Kota Kinabalu by boat,
the wrecks at Usukan Bay are slowly becoming
accessible to leisure divers now that a couple of
tour operators are offering trips there. With three
large Japanese wrecks from World War Il to choose
from, there are a range of possibilities for a day trip
to this bay.

The wrecks offer deep diving on sites that have
become home to a vast array of marine life. They
have good invertebrate cover, huge fish populations
and, on occasion, larger sharks and rays, which
when combined with the historic interest of these
remarkably intact ships make for some fascinating
dives. Conditions can be variable and there is often
strong current, so obtaining local knowledge is vital
before setting out.
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its pelagics,
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the scalloped
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4. Layang Layang

Malaysia's only atoll, Layang Layang (or Swallow
Reef) rises 2,000m from the floor of the South
China Sea approximately 300km north-west of Kota
Kinabalu. The atoll's almost total isolation means
stunning visibility and pristine reefs, along with rich,
pelagic marine life. There are only a couple of flights
to the atoll a week, so you will need to plan your
stay over several days.

The steep walls of this remote atoll are covered
with healthy corals and huge sea fans, spanning
up to three meters. Green and hawksbill turtles are
often seen resting or feeding on the reef and even
rare ‘macro’ subjects like pygmy seahorses, harlequin
ghost pipefish and frogfish can be encountered.

However, Layang Layang's fame lie with its
pelagics, in particular the scalloped hammerheads
that can be seen in schools cruising the blue water
just off the steep walls. Other regular pelagics include
grey reef sharks, leopard sharks, marbled rays, manta
rays and schools of devil rays. If you're lucky, spinner
dolphins may even escort your dive boat back to the
resort — a perfect end to a day.

A school of Scolloped Hammerhead sharks
(Sphyrna lewini) swimming in the blue off
Layang Layang
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5. Pulau Lankayan

The tiny island paradise of Lankayan is located
80km north-west of Sandakan. With its perfect
sandy beaches, casuarina trees and total serenity, the
island appeals to non-divers and snorkellers, as well
as seasoned divers. A few days stay is the best way
to relax into the full experience of the island.

Lankayan sits on the continental shelf and the
surrounding reefs are either fringing or patch reefs,
offering some easy and relaxed diving. The macro
life is world class, and Lankayan is the only island in
Sabah where the charismatic dendritic jawfish can be
seen. However, Lankayan also offers regular sightings
of leopard sharks and black-tip reef sharks.

Closer to shore, the sheltered jetty attracts
plenty of marine life, while the owners of the resort
on the island have also sunk a number of wrecks that
are now home to some very large groupers.

A Dendritic Jawfish (Opistognathus dendriticus) sharing its burrow wit.h

a white-eyed moray eel (Siderea thyrsoidea)
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Dream it. Plan it. Dive it
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The macro life is world
class, and Lankayan is the
only island in Sabah where
the charismatic dendritic
jawfish can be seen
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Halimeda ghost pipefish, Solenostomus halimeda, using c%hﬁllflage
to avoid detection by predators F
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6. Semporna Strait

The Semporna Strait is fast building a reputation
to rival that of the best ‘muck’ sites in other
locations such as Indonesia, and the variety of
‘macro’ life to be found on a single dive makes
the Strait a very special place. Located minutes
away from the fishing town of Semporna, it is very
accessible and easy to dive.

Being so close to the town, you will notice a fair
amount of trash on the shallow seabed and visibility
is never great. However, if you look closely you will
find the rubbish has actually become home to some
amazingly resourceful critters, many of who use the
discarded bottles, cans and other items as shelter
and a place to lay eggs. It is possible to see frogfish,
flamboyant cuttlefish and even sea dragons within a
few meters of each other.
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Semporna Straits

If you look
closely you
will find

the rubbish
has actually
become home
to some
amazingly
resourceful
critters
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A crinoid shrimp (Periclimenes amboinensis) on a featherstar
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7. Pulau Mataking

The picturesque islands of Mataking are
surrounded by pristine coral reefs, whilst wall dives
and wreck dives are also possible around these tiny
islands. Only a short boat ride from Semporna, the
resort on the island offers an exotic escape and
great diving.

A very large resident great barracuda, accompanied
by a school of big-eye trevally, can often be
encountered while diving under the jetty at Mataking
and many small ‘critters’ such as leaf scorpionfish,
frogfish, pygmy seahorses and decorator crabs can be
found along the house reef close to a small shipwreck.

Dream it. Plan it. Dive it
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Only a short
boat ride from
Semporna, the
resort on the
island offers an
exotic escape
and great diving
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8. Pulau Si Amil

Sabah's largest reef system, the Ligitan reef, has
three beautiful islands — Pulau Ligitan to the south
with Pulau Danawan and Pulau Si Amil to the north.
Although the entire edge of the reef can be dived, Si
Amil hosts the best dive sites, with shallow sandy
slopes to the south-west and a steep wall dropping
off to the north-east.

Like all the islands in the area, Si Amil has some
amazing ‘macro’ life. At first glance, the sandy
slopes may appear devoid of life, however Ambon
scorpionfish, thorny seahorses, pipefish, frogfish and
cockatoo waspfish can all be found after some careful
inspection of the drifting weed and isolated rocks.

Pulau Si Amil has very contrasting habitats
underwater. To the east the reef drops off steeply to
30m and the walls are covered in colorful sponges
and soft corals. Here pelagics are often sighted,
especially devil rays in large schools. To the west the
sandy beach slopes gently into the channel between
Si Amil and Danawan.
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Sabah's largest reef system, the
Ligitan reef, has three beautiful
islands — Pulau Ligitan to the south
with Pulau Danawan and Pulau Si
Amil to the north
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9. Pulau Mabul

Pulau Mabul lies 25km south of Semporna and is
justifiably renowned for its ‘muck’ diving on a wide
variety of different dive sites. Boasting fantastic reefs,
sandy ‘muck’ sites and even wall dives, the island's
many dive sites offer an impressive diversity of
marine life to entice both divers and snorkellers alike.
There are different dive resorts operating on Mabul
catering to every diver's budget.

The sandy seabed around the island is home to
various species of frogfish and scorpionfish, bizarre-
looking sea dragons and an abundance of rare and
unusual cephalopods such as flamboyant cuttlefish
and poison ocellate, blue-ringed and mimic octopus.
Various artificial structures and small wrecks can
be seen around Mabul, all of which have become
havens for schools of fish, cryptic marine life and
reef squid that use the structures to shelter their
eggs. Divers exploring the reefs can also see many
different species of crabs and shrimps, including
mantis shrimp, boxer crabs and the rare and beautiful
harlequin shrimp.

Dream it. Plan it. Dive it

A school of Chevron
Barracuda (Sphyraena
genie) swimming over
pristine shallow reef
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Consistently
voted as one
of the top dive
destinations
in the world,
Pulau Sipadan
is a must for
any passionate
diver visiting
Sabah
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operating on
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to every budget
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Pulau Mabul

10. Pulau Sipadan

Consistently voted as one of the top dive destinations in the
world, Pulau Sipadan is a must for any passionate diver visiting
Sabah. Sipadan is Malaysia's only oceanic island. This tiny speck
of land, located 40km south of Semporna, is in fact a needle-like
pinnacle of rock and reef surrounded by 600m deep water —a
constant source of nutrient-rich upwellings. These nutrients
provide the basis for a remarkable food chain that culminates in the
many large animals commonly encountered in Sipadan's waters. In
recognition of this unique and productive ecosystem, the area is
now carefully protected, with limits on the number of divers that
can visit everyday and a ban on resorts on the island itself.

As you descend into Sipadan's clear waters, the first things
that greet you are the sheer walls dropping down into the abyss,
the pristine, colorful reefs, the green and hawksbill turtles, too
numerous to count, and the dense schools of fusilier, batfish
and anthias. Then you notice the intimidating mass of jacks and
barracuda, the napoleon wrasse and white-tip and grey reef
sharks, and your eyes are drawn out into the blue, as tales of
whale sharks, mantas and hammerheads run through your mind.
Diving around Sipadan can be a dizzying experience and the sheer
number of highlights brings divers back, time and time again.
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