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Who’s who. What’s what

Where: Galapagos Islands, Ecuador
When: December 18 - 25, 2016

Place of departure: San Cristobal Island, Ecuador
Who: Sixteen divers, from USA, Canada, Russia, Japan

What: Yacht designed for scuba divers. Called a ‘liveaboard’. Excursion package 
includes diving, accomodation and meals

Jose and Reuben: dive guides (aka dive masters). Led dives in groups of eight. Switched groups with each 
dive

Eduardo: Flo’s private dive guide. She hired Eduardo at a daily cost of $250 USD

Flo: inexperienced diver, Karen’s cabinmate

Ivan: Karen’s first scuba buddy

Buddy system: diver partnered with another diver. Meant to stay together at depth and on the surface, 
and keep an eye on each other. Share air in the case of an emergency

Insta-buddy: when two divers who don’t know each other are paired up. Routinely used with divers who 
travel unaccompanied



So, my long anticipated trip to the 
Galapagos in Ecuador didn't go exactly 
as, well, anticipated.

What I didn't expect turned out to be 
the highlight. What I had expected 
didn't pan out.

To be clear, I'm grateful to be able to 
travel. Lucky too. Travel has enriched 
my life. I'm fortunate beyond belief.

I started planning my December 2016 
trip in October 2015, when I put down 
a deposit on a seven night scuba dive 
trip aboard a yacht. A bucket-lister, 
take-money-out-of-savings kind of trip.

Long story short (for now - I'll cover in 
more detail in the coming weeks), the 
diving was disappointing. I expected 
schools of hammerheads, sun fish, and 
marine iguanas. The Galapagos bills 
itself as the best diving in the world.

What I got was poor visibility (so not 
much to see) crazy strong currents 
(strong beyond what I’ve seen described 
in the marketing material) and laxity, 
in my opinion, in safe diving best 
practices.

I also could have done without Avianca 
failing to put my luggage on the plane 
on which I was travelling and having to 
wait two days for it to arrive. Note 
to self: pack a change of clothes in 
carry-on.

Still, the trip was marvellous for reasons 
I didn’t expect. San Cristobal, where I 
spent a few days before and after 
boarding the ship, was alive with  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No bitching 
when dream trip 

a bust

barking sea lions and other critters 
being cute, marine iguanas, and grapsus 
crabs. Finches joined me for breakfast 
each day - enjoying as much of my meal 
as I did.

The people of San Cristobal were 
helpful and wonderful and I loved 
the food.

There were two other highlights: a shore 
visit to a tortoise reserve and our zodiac 
boat (aka panga) being surrounded by 
dolphins.

I won’t return to the Galapagos as a 
diver. Perhaps a land-based excursion 
next time. Because this really is an 
amazing place.



Galapagos:
 what the hell 

happened?

The great expectations bucket list trip. 
The take-money-out-of-the savings-
account trip. The trip of a lifetime. 
Or maybe not.

My excitement turned to jitters a few 
months before my December 2016 
departure. During a visit with my 
orthodontist. A wonderful friend and 
highly trained scuba diver who'd just 
returned from the identical Galapagos 
scuba trip. Same liveaboard yacht - 
same trip on which I was about 
to embark.

Our conversation left me feeling uneasy. 
He's level headed and not one to exag-
gerate. He calmly described crazy strong 
Galapagos currents — so strong a diver 
needed to hold onto the rocks for dear 
life or risk being swept away. 

He described the challenges his dive 
buddy — a small woman like me — had 
in the currents. As well, he spoke of 

rocks so sharp they could rip a hole and 
flood your drysuit (a drowning 
hazard). Don't take an elaborate camera 
set up, he said. You could lose it and 
besides you need free hands to hold 
onto the rocks.

The most worrying bit of info: a woman 
diver on the yacht had drowned about a 
year earlier in November 2015.

What had I gotten myself into?

The Galapagos is known for its tough 
diving conditions - among the tough-
est in the world. Cold water and strong 
currents. I trained in cold water and 
dive in a drysuit. Wasn't concerned 
about that so much.

As for the currents, what exactly is a 
'strong current'?  Surely, I was 
experienced enough. I'd done dives in 
extremely strong currents in the Sea 
of Cortez, Cozumel, Bali, and in Palau 
at the Blue Corner dive site. Where we 
had to hook ourselves onto the rocks. I 
handled all of it like a champ.

Of course, I'd be okay in the Galapagos. 
I met the experience criteria outlined by 

the liveaboard operator and then some. 
As well, I planned to carry all the 
recommended safety gear, which I'd 
also practiced using. I'd been running 
and weight training. What possibly 
could go wrong?

Quite a few things, it turned out.



Diving in Galapagos:
is being a woman

a risk?
If I'd know about scuba divers Donna 
Newton and Eloise Gale, I might not 
have been so eager to book a liveaboard 
dive trip to the Galapagos.

Unlike Donna and Eloise, I made it 
home alive from my Galapagos dive 
trip. But, I can identify with the 
circumstances that seemingly were 
factors in their deaths.

I'll leave my own experience for a future 
post where I can explore what happened 
in detail. Suffice to say, for now, my 
experience triggered extensive research 
into the dangers of diving - especially 
Galapagos diving, liveaboard diving 
and deaths associated with 'bad 
buddies'. Buddies are a pair/trio of div-
ers who agree to stick together at depth 
and keep an eye on each other. Not 
leave or abandon each other.

My research was eye-opening and 
frightening. Now, bear in mind, few 
diving deaths ever make the news. 

Especially when they occur in countries 
where English isn't the main language 
or the deceased isn't from an English 
speaking country. The diving industry 
certainly isn't going to publicize this 
kind of news - it's bad for business.

First, 40-year-old Donna Newton of 
Britain. She drowned in the Galapagos 
in October 2009. According to the 
coroner, factors in her death includ-
ed her dive buddy leaving her alone 
at depth and her divemaster failing to 
watch over the divers he was guiding.

Next, 23-year-old Eloise Gale of 
Texas. She drowned a few months later, 
in February 2010. Like Newton, she was 
a passenger on a Galapagos liveaboard 
and, according to a report, it appears 
her dive buddy left or lost track of her 
underwater.

Finally, I'm also aware of the death of a 
Chinese national on a Galapagos 
liveaboard in November 2015. I learned 
of it from a trusted friend whose friend 
was an eyewitness. The diver was a 
mother of two, who'd travelled to 
Ecuador with her scuba club. The diver 
was partnered with a buddy who 

apparently abandoned her underwater. 
Her body was never recovered.

Three dead women left alone by their 
buddies to fend for themselves. That's 
not supposed to happen.

The Galapagos are known for strong 
currents. This isn't diving for the faint 
of heart or the inexperienced. I knew 
what I was getting into. I have 400+ 
dives, experience in strong currents 
and cold, green water. I travelled to the 
Galapagos expecting the dive crew on 
my vessel to follow safe diving practices.

They failed miserably, in my opinion.

Last thing. Regarding the liveaboard 
yacht I travelled on in December 2016 
- two of the three dead women whose 
stories I've described were on the same 
vessel as me.



Links about:

Donna Newton:

http://www.express.co.uk/news/
uk/184085/Scuba-girl-drowns-after-

dive-crew-forgets-her

http://www.somersetlive.co.uk/mil-
lion/story-12308911-detail/story.html

http://www.kentnews.co.uk/news/
tour_operator_s_failings_led_to_di-

ver_s_death_1_1065127

Eloise Gale: 

 https://www.scubaboard.com/com-
munity/threads/galapagos-scuba-div-

ing-fatality-february-12-2010-elo-
ise-gale.323964/



Lax safety on
 Galapagos scuba 

yacht?

Where to begin?

Along with my drysuit, scuba gear and 
camera, I guess I should have packed a 
'dive buddy' as well.

I booked my seven-nights-aboard-a-
luxury-scuba-dive-boat Galapagos trip 
in October 2015 (to happen December 
2016). Nowhere in the fine print did 
it say, "we won't give a shit about your 
safety if you travel unaccompanied and 
fail to bring along a loved one or friend 
to be your dive buddy."

Yup, I travelled alone, fully expecting 
the dive liveaboard to partner me up 
with a buddy from among the other 
passengers - a responsible dive buddy. 
Because that's what's supposed to 
happen. Meaning buddies would be 
compelled to adhere to safe diving 
practices - such as sticking together. 
Or, have their diving privileges taken 
away - as the dive crew threatened, 

but never acted on.

Ok, so the expectation on my part was 
that my cabin-mate - a woman diver - 
would be my buddy. And, she'd have 
some experience. Here's the fine print: 
Recommended requirements include 
50-100 open water dives, experience 
in currents, ability in removing gear in 
water and ability in getting into small 
boats in choppy seas.

Only, Flo, my cabin-mate, had roughly 
15 dives. Most of those dives had been 
done one week earlier in calm, 
turquoise warm water, when she took 
an advanced skills course. Flo had 
nothing recommended in the fine print. 
A total rookie and prima donna, to 
boot. But, very wealthy. Money talks.

That's not all, Flo had hired a private 
divemaster on the ship who acted as 
her personal servant/ass-kisser for the 
week. Carrying her dive gear and
essentially dragging her around dive 
sites. Meaning, Flo wasn't going to be 
my dive buddy. (Maybe that's a blessing 
because Flo would've been a danger to 
me).

Flo's presence was the first of many 
clues the liveaboard company wasn't 
exactly safety-focused. (Lots of fine 
print in CAPS stating divers are respon-
sible for themselves, yadda, yadda......) 
Essentially, the message was this: we'll 
take your money, recommend you have 
some training and experience, but don't 
really care if you don't and we're not 
responsible if you die.

As for my buddy? Well, "Ivan" failed to 
make it to the ship on time before we 
departed on the Sunday. "He's coming 
tomorrow," the dive crew told me.

"So, what do I do for a buddy until 
"Ivan" arrives?" I asked. "Just stay near 
me," the divemaster said. Bad idea.

Methinks, it's possible Donna Newton 
and Eloise Gale may have laboured 
under the same delusion I did. That it 
was okay to travel alone because the 
liveaboard would pair you with a 
responsible other diver and ensure 
safety practices were followed.



To go to the surface. That he agreed to 
follow me was astounding.

Back on the boat, I reported Ivan to the 
dive crew. I informed them he wasn’t a 
safe buddy. I also reminded them Ivan 
hadn’t been present for any of the 
safety briefings. They scowled.

The remedy they came up was even 
worse than being buddied with Ivan.

My assigned dive buddy, Ivan, arrived 
on the vessel one day late. He missed 
ALL the key safety briefings pertaining 
to the way dives are to be conducted on 
the vessel. The dive crew let him dive 
anyway and partnered me up with him.

Divers are supposed to stay behind the 
dive guide and not dive any deeper. On 
our first and only dive together, Ivan 
was all over the place — but mostly 
below — at least 15 feet deeper at times. 
I stayed close to him. He didn’t care 
where I was.

At one point, I became winded in the 
strong current. I tried to signal to Ivan 
that I needed to stop on the rock for a 
minute, to rest and catch my breath. I 
was beginning to panic. What did Ivan 
do? He swam off with another diver 
who had a fancy camera.

Overexertion kills divers. More than 
400 dives under my belt and I’d never 
been so scared.

Alone, I had no choice but to follow 
Ivan. The rest of the divers had 
disappeared. Ivan finally took notice 
of me and I signalled to abort the dive. 

Imagine paying thousands of dollars 
for a bucket list scuba trip to one of the 
most challenging dive sites in the world 
(the Galapagos). You get there and 
discover the crew is lax about safety.

On a yacht where AT LEAST two 
divers have drowned since 2009 
after they were abandoned by their 
dive ‘buddies’.

You’d think the operator would be a wee 
bit more safety oriented. But no, 
because when you question safety 
practices, the operator tells you “divers 
dive at their own risk”.

Translation: we’ll take your money. 
We’ll let you dive. Our dive guide may 
even point out a turtle or two. But 
you’re responsible for everything. Don’t 
expect any help from us if things go 
wrong underwater or on the choppy 
surface.

Ivan the terrible:
world’s worst 
scuba buddy



Videography or
 scuba diver 

safety

Of three dive guides on the Galapagos 
yacht, Jose was the most arrogant. 
Thirty-something guy with a swagger.

Jose led the majority of the safety and 
dive site briefings. He was easy to 
dislike. As an 'older' woman, I got an 
inkling early on the feeling was 
mutual. (He was very fond, however, 
of the 25-year-old skinny girl )

I recall a particular briefing on the third 
day. Jose forcefully lectured us against 
being annoying to the turtle mamas-
to-be who needed to surface from time 
to time during the mating season. "Stay 
out of their way", he said. "Don't swarm 
them to take photos."

So, what does Jose do as soon as we 
drop in the water? Shoves his GoPro in 
the face of a turtle. Other divers 
followed his lead. WTF?

Turtle-abuse aside, I was astounded the 
dive guides were shooting videos during 
our dives. A revenue stream, I guess, if 
they can sell their videos to the divers 
onboard.

I thought priority one for a dive guide 
was to keep an eye on the divers. 
Especially in the dangerous, strong 
currents of the Galapagos. Video
shooting is a distraction.

Remember, at least two women divers 
have drowned during dives from this 
ship -  in 2009 and 2015.

Enough. A wonderful diver on the 
ship (kind, caring, animal lover) was 
equally annoyed about the dive guide's 
video-shooting and turtle harassment. 
Together, we decided to have a chat 
with the captain.

Long story short. The captain 
reiterated that divers dive at their own 
risk (yeah, we know - the ship isn't 
responsible if we die), but agreed to 
curtail dive guide videography for the 
duration of this trip.

What was most remarkable — the 
other diver is my witness — was a 
comment the captain made. That in his 
opinion, the dive guide to diver ratio of 
eight to one (8 divers looked after by 1 
guide) was a source of concern 
considering the challenging diving 
conditions in the Galapagos.

I was already getting a taste of dive 
guide inattention and there was more 
to come, courtesy of swaggering Jose.



Left alone 
bobbing on the 
choppy surface

I've never before had the feeling I might 
not survive a scuba dive. It happened 
three times diving in the Galapagos in 
December 2016.

The most terrifying was when the 
inflatable zodiac (aka panga), to which 
I was assigned, left me bobbing alone 
in the choppy surface waters after a 
dive. Took off without me. Jose was 
my dive guide and was also supposed 
to be my buddy.

Luckily, a diver on a different zodiac 
heard me crying out, "help me", and 
pointed me out to the skipper. I was 
hard to see. The waves were incredibly 
high.

Still, it was many minutes before they 
attempted to pick me up. Now, I was 
so close to the rocks, the zodiac risked 
getting punctured if it ventured near. 
So there I was. Bobbing up and down, 

hardly able to catch my breath. 
Becoming more fatigued by the second. 
Realizing they might not be coming 
for me.

What did Reuben the dive guide do 
when they finally moved closer? He 
shouted at me from the safety of the 
zodiac, "where's your dive buddy"?

To which I breathlessly replied, "I 
don't have a dive buddy - you haven't 
given me a buddy." 

Yup, this is what it had come to. 
Unwilling to provide me with a safe 
dive buddy, I was on my own. And, 
in danger.

"You have to swim to us," Reuben called 
out. "We can't come to you." Reuben, 
evidently, wasn't going to swim out to 
assist me.

It was difficult, but I did make it the 
30 or so feet to the zodiac, swallowing 
water and gasping for air. I clung to the 
rope on the side. Breathless and 
terrified. Reuben asked me to remove 
my fins and buoyancy jacket. I had 
no energy for that.

Hand over hand, I shifted myself onto 
the ladder and held on for dear life. 
I couldn't climb it. They insisted I 
move back onto the rope. I refused, 
not trusting them. So, Reuben and the 
skipper pried my hands off the ladder 
and moved me themselves. Then, they 
hauled me onto the zodiac with all my 
gear on.

I remember sitting there in a lump. Too 
fatigued to move. I have no idea how 
the eight other divers on the zodiac 
reacted. A couple did approach me 
afterwards to see if I was okay.

Back on the yacht, Reuben and Jose 
went to speak with the captain about 
the incident.

I sat on deck. Crying, and I'm not a girl 
who cries easily. 

A few hours later, I prepared to dive 
again. I knew I had to. But, not before 
Reuben and Jose had hatched yet
another 'brilliant' buddy plan. This 
one involved Flo's private dive guide/
servant, Eduardo. 

He wasn’t happy about it.



When scuba guides 
put your life 

at risk

So how did I end up alone, in choppy 
seas struggling to catch my breath?

When Ivan proved to be a dangerous 
and disastrous dive partner/buddy, I 
became Jose's buddy.

Only Jose was busy shooting video. He 
wasn't paying attention to me OR the 
other seven divers in our group, IMHO.

Now, Jose has a ton of experience in 
the tricky Galapagos waters - he works 
there. I don't. Which meant I sucked 
down the air in my tank a lot quicker 
than him. Buddies are supposed to 
surface together, but there was no way 
Jose was coming up with me.
So, he pointed out Flo and Eduardo 
(remember he was her private guide) 
and indicated via hand signals that I 
should surface with them.

Only, Flo and Eduardo didn't know 

about Jose's plan, and when I joined 
them at a depth of about 15 feet, they 
completely ignored me. Eduardo 
couldn't have cared less about me 
because he was working for Flo and 
only Flo.

When it was time for me to go to the 
surface (I couldn't stay down any longer 
because I was low on air) Eduardo and 
Flo didn't come with me.

So, that's how I ended up alone on the 
choppy surface. In a current. My 
panga boat ignoring my calls for help 
and moving further and further away 
to pick up other divers.

Buddy separation is how divers die. 
Perhaps I shouldn't have gone along 
with Jose's plan. That would have
meant not diving. After I'd paid 
roughly $10,000 CDN for this 
bucket list trip, all in.

The dive operator didn't indicate, when 
I made my reservation, that a safe 
and suitable buddy system wouldn't 
be provided.

Remember, at least two women divers 

on this vessel have drowned since 2009. 
One was an unaccompanied diver like 
me. The other, a Chinese national, was 
travelling with a dive club and was
buddied up with a useless Ivan-like 
character, I've been told.

Oh, did I mention the operator was 
expecting a minimum $500USD tip at 
the end of the week for the crew?



Screw you
single scuba

diver

So, within hours of being abandoned 
underwater by my ‘buddy, non-buddy’ 
Jose and ignored by Flo’s ‘divemaster, 
private servant’ Eduardo, I was gearing 
up to dive again.

Getting back on the horse was crucial. 
Otherwise, I may not have ever dived 
again.

After the fiasco, Jose and Reuben went 
to chat with the captain about my 
non-buddy situation. The plan they 
came up with was this.

“Flo has to have a buddy,” they said. 
“You will be Flo’s buddy.” To review, 
Flo had fewer than 25 dives at this 
point and had hired Eduardo to keep 
her from dying. Flo was also socially 
challenged, rich, spoiled and a grade 
A narcissist. I know this because she 
was my cabin mate. 

Fat chance of Flo providing me with 
any buddy-assistance underwater. 
What a joke.

They also told me Eduardo would be my 
buddy for the next dive. Something he 
wasn’t required to do because Flo was 
planning to sit out the dive. Eduardo 
would be doing me and them a favour.

When I saw the dour look on Eduardo’s 
face, I knew he’d been ‘volun-told’ to be 
my buddy. He was pissed to the power 
of 100.

The dive was uneventful. Eduardo 
scowled the entire time.

Next day, I joined my ‘buddy’ Flo and 
scowling Eduardo for a dive at a very 
tricky site. The currents were strong. 
We didn’t last long at depth. Flo wanted 
to surface. Which meant I had to go too.

The trip to the surface was terrifying, 
thanks to Eduardo. Grabbing both me 
and Flo by our arms, he dragged us 
about 70 feet up the surface – at a rate 
of about 30 feet a minute. It was 
torture. My fins were kicking so hard I 
was struggling to breathe. At one point, 

he adjusted my equipment, which 
made it even harder for me to kick 
and ascend. I wasn’t able to adjust the 
equipment back. I thought I might 
blackout.

Once we’d surfaced, I made a decision. 
No more diving with these people – at 
least until the current lessened. It wasn’t 
safe. And, I told them so.

Next, the captain of the ship was 
offering to dive with me and be my 

buddy. I refused. Reuben pulled a sad 
face when I explained my decision to 
him. Others divers gave me WTF looks. 

I sat out about six dives. When it was 
time to go back in the water, my buddy 
Flo had a meltdown. She informed the 
crew that I was “NOT ALLOWED” to 
be part of the buddy trio – to share her 
private divemaster. Not surprisingly, 
they went along with her wishes.

I was without a buddy again.

Two more days to go on the ship 
and I was counting down the hours.



Galapagos diving 
nightmare - 

epilogue

By now, you know I lived to tell the tale.

The experience spooked me more after 
I'd returned home and had a chance to 
think about what had occurred. Learn-
ing about the deaths of Donna Newton 
and Eloise Gale frightened me.

I was lucky. Nothing happened to me. 
And, I learned a lot:

-I will never again expect a diving 
excursion operator to respect the diver 
buddy system. If I have concerns about 
the complexity of the dive, I'll hire my 
own guide or just not go.
-I've learned the liability waiver a 
diver signs lets operators off the hook 
for everything. Even when they're at 
fault. -You dive at your own risk. 
-I've learned that few Galapagos diving 
mishaps are ever reported. It's in the 
industry's interest to keep these stories 
out of the media so that divers keep 
coming. Even if they're unqualified. 

-Unaccompanied divers — travelling 
without a friend or loved one who 
cares if they live or die — are most 
vulnerable. Both the dead divers, 
Donna Newton and Eloise Gale, 
travelled to the Galapagos 
unaccompanied, like me.

Changes I've made. None of these 
would have improved my situation in 
Galapagos, however:

-Took additional dive training in 
February to fine tune things, like kicks, 
buoyancy, removing mask, underwa-
ter and emergency situations. I thank 
Ocean Quest Dive Centre in Burnaby, 
Canada. Excellent dive shop and 
training facility.
-Purchased a space air tank (aka a pony 
bottle) for warm water travels. A tank I 
can pack in my suitcase. I already own 
a larger spare air tank for B.C. waters —
it’s too big to pack in a suitcase. Means 
I don't have to rely on another diver for 
air. However, air isn't the only problem 
one can have at depth. Nothing replaces 
a good buddy.
-Sold some of my equipment and 
replaced it for better fit and comfort.

-Will take additional training to become 
a more self-reliant diver.

Recourse:

-None. Pay your money and take your 
chances. Did I complain to the 
company? No point. 

I've not named the vessel publicly, but 
I'm happy to do so privately, if you 
contact me through Wordpress. 

There were other safety issues - such as 
observing Jose and the skinny girl 
sharing his air at depth. Presumably 
she’d sucked her tank dry. They were 
smiling, waving and swimming about. 
As if having to share air is funny. It’s 
not.

I'll never patronize this operator again 
on any of its diving tours worldwide.

(The hospitality department of the ship was 
terrific: cooks, servers, ship maintanence etc. and
captain. My issue is with the dive operation.)



Back home. Training to be a stronger diver. February 2017. (5 degrees C.. 41 degrees F)

If you’re interested in my dive adventures and my thoughts on diving safety, you can follow my diving blog at:

scuba-die-ving.com


