PIER DIVING

The Rewards Are Peerless
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any rtes

ink @l picrs simply as plutfonns for

leaving dive boats. These divers
may well be missing the bost, 20 10 speak, by caiching
il becouse some of the best diving they will ever sce
might be right under the pier!

Fiers, ke shipwrecks, are great magnets for marine
life, Pilings (the vertical supponts for the pier deck) of-
fer un excellent surface for invenebrate animals —
ANemNes, sponges, unicoes and mony others — that
need o be atiached o something, Man-made clutier and
junk imvariably found on the bobiom under piers (tines,
machinery, bottles, cans, ete.) provide shelter and hid-
ing places for fish, crabs, shrmp, and other predators
and prey that rely on stealth and conceglment. Jusi the
shodow of the pier deck is an atiraction for small fish
and other crifiers, as anyone who has witnessed the ma-
rine life that ofien collects in the shadow of a boat or a
Noating kelp paddy knows. Food chains can and do
Queckly develop under psers, aliraciing and sustaining a
wide variety of inieresting marine cresiungs,
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While ofien overlooked for maore exotic dive sites,
pacrs otler grest opportunities for divers, panicularly un-
derwoter photographers and those who want o see un-
usual critters in 4 compact, easily observable ecosysiem.

Wi were first introduced o pier diving many years ago
in Bomzire st the Famous Town Pier in Kralendijk, As en-
joyable as the many natursl Bonaire sites wene, our fa-
virile Bonaire memories abways seem o revolve around
thawse magical might dives under the Town Pier. We weene
enchanied with the profuse, colorful anemones and
sponges lving on the pilings, the crabs and shrimp we
found wandering among them, the eels and ociopus pesk-
i ol al us from tires on the bottom. We saw our first
sea horse there. Since those first dives under Bonaine's
Towam Pier move than 20 vears ago, we have made mem-
orable dives under piers in many oceans, in Papun Mew
Giuinea, Indonesia, Grand Turk, Cozumel, British Colum-
bia and many in our home state of Californie. Ader thou-
sandks of dives made around the workd, o surprisingly high
percentage of our all-tme foonies hove been under piers,




some of those no more than a few SEFa B
hours” drive from our homes. R

Techniques and Hazards
Piers are generally easy and safe o - pad
dive, although they deo present some
unique hazards that must be addressed. SR, s
Because piers and boaty am invariably # nfl,‘ﬁ o
found close to each other, boat waffic is , uu;;uu
the primary hazard for diving under piers. Trea”. -«
The operative word for safely diving piers : .
is “under” Entries and exits should be
planned go that the entire dive can be
made directly under the pier footprint.
Avoid any lengthy surface swims that are
net nneder the pier. If 3 short swim ontside
the footprint of the pier is unaveidable and
the water is deep entugh, take a compass
heading and make the swim underwater.
Adternarively, make the swim on the sur-
face with a dive flag. It is best to aveid .. ,r
piers that require 4 lengthy trip oulside the #"‘ ol
pier lootprine for access. Often the easiest o ., {f
ard safest way to dive a per is to use a gi- '
ant-siride entry from the deck of the pier
near the point where you want to spend ; S
most of the dive. Then, when the dive is [l e
completed, swim under the pier to the '
planned exit point. If the height of the pier
deck precludes handing of cameras to ,1’
divers in the water, they ¢an be suspended A " :
from carmera lives, and the lines can be re- ' : ’;
trieved after the dive. '
Piers built primarily for boat traffic and
anchorage are often in peotected waters g
such as bays or harbors, and lend them-
selves 1o easy entries and exits. Diving
these sheltered picts is nommelly not L
weather-related. However, tidal currents :
nead 6o be considersd. Some plers expen-
ence significant Gidal changes and the re-
sulting ripping currents that accompeny
therm. These piers should only be dived at o
slack tides, preferably from one-half hour - _ = B
before the peak high tide of the day to e e A *
one-half hour after. Our experience with . A i
diving tide-related piers has shown thal _ Lt s Cod
the most desirable water conditions are C
found on (he highest Bde of the day. o+
Om the other hand, some piers are s -
built on beaches facing the opan ocsan , ' ﬂ
and may require surf entry technigues. : - - -
Examples of this type of pier can be ° _ . _ R
found all up and down the California g ' i - I - . ’ 2
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coast, where they have been built for
fishing and attracting tourists with
sheps and restaurants. Diving these un-
protected piers is extremely weatherre-
lated and should only be attempied
when surf conditions will permit.

A gecond hazard vnique to pler diving
is entanglement. Piers attract fishermen,
amd divers can become snagped in hard-
to-see monofilament fshing line, either
line being actively used (with a hook at
the tusiness end) or old snarls and birds
nests. Obviously, pier divers should
cany an easily aceessible Imife for such
occasions, but in addition to a knife we
also recommend that each pier diver car-
ties at least two pairs of comosion-Tesis-
tant scissors. These scissors should be
placed in opposite side pockets on your
buoyancy compenszator or attached at lo-
cations on either side of your body in
cage one side is naccessible.

Krmives requine resistance for cutting
through things; scissorz don’t For that
reason, scissors can be very effective in
freeing ope from an entanglement with
fishing Line or some similar material,
particularly if both hands are not avail-
able. Diving scissors can be found at
your local dive center. Because of the
unique entanglement hazards present
during pier diving, we strongly recom-
mend that pier dives be done with a
buddy, with boih divers comscious of
the potential need to assist the other in
the event of an entanglement.

Finally, diving some piers requires
the permission of an authority {harbor-

master, private owner, Coast Guard,
ete.). Always check to see if the pier
you intend to dive requires such permis-
sion, and always obtiin it before you
dive. We have generally found that
thase in charge of pier operations are
friendly and eouperative with divers,
and inevitably curious aboul “what yon
see down there” Interaction with per
management can also provide valuable
information for divers, such as polential
harards and interesting things to look
for. When divang a pier for the first time,
wy o check with someone who has
dived It before. Local dive centers can
be particularly helpful in this regard.

What to Look For

Because of their locations, many
piers have limited water visibilty, This
need not present a problem, because
observing most of the life under piers
does not require much visibility. Most
of our pier dives involve slowly exam-
ining small areas, either oo pilings ot
on the botiom, and ne more than a
body length of visibility is necessary,
4 course, pier divers must be comfort-
able with diving in lirnited visibility, A
geod light is obviously invaluable. If a
pier is blessed with good visibility, the
views (and (he potential for wide-angle
photographyy can be magnificent.
Wide-angle photos taken under piers,
when visibility is good, have fared well
in major underwater pholo contests,

Pier pilings are often leaded with col-
orfiul life, Examine the piling from top o



botom, Sometimes the most interesting
critters are found it the top several feet of
thir piling. We have spent many an enlite
rewarding dive looking at just one of tao
pilings. Anemones of all varieties com-
monly attach to pilings, and different
kinds and colors will occupy different
srata. Om West Coast plers from Califor-
nia b Alaska, it i5 not UDComMmMon o S8
beautiful phunose {Mezridiven) ancrmones
toward the bottom of the pilings in deeper
water and Jarpe aperegating anemones of
every color 10 shallower water near the
town. Many types of life can be found hid-
ing ameng the ancmones and sponges at-
tached to the pilings. Look carefully for
nudibranchs, crabs, shrimp, and small
fish such s gobies and blennies. We
have sesn many spectacular and rare
nudibranchs under piers, both in cold-
and warm-water locations, Under warm-
water tropical piers, took for frogfish, ar-
e crabs, pipedish and sea horses. They
are all found under piers, they all maks
great phatographic subjects, and they e
all interesting to observe.

Cruise the botiom under the pier and
ook carefully at all the junk. It pro-
vides preat hiding places for eels, oc-
topi and small fish. Check oot every
small opening you see — ends of
pipes, ends of bottles, cans, shells, et
Lok closely at these openings; a fasci-
natlng little face just might be looking
back at you. Piers airact clams, 50 look
i the sand bottom under the pier for
siphons, They can be striking photo-
graphic rubjects in themselves, and we
have seen nudibranchs, crabs and
shrimp on them. Piers also provide
cover and safety for many juvenile fish,
which can be spectacular photographic
subjects. In tropical locations particu-
latly, keep a lookoul for juvenile an-
gelfish, which we have seen and
photographed many times under piers,

There may be no nead to teavel to far-
off exotic pluces o see unusuel manne
life — it ay be literally under your fist
the next time you take a walk on your lo-
cal pier. Om the other hand, 1T you do find
yourself in a far-ofl exotic place, taks a
look under a pier. You may be pleasantly
surprised at what you tind there. i
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