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TONGA ~ VAVA'U:

SWIMMING WITH WHALES

BY KRIS MADDEN

feelings of both excitement and trepidation

are mounting in my chest. It's crunch time
and I'm about to jump into these crystal clear
waters and begin swimming towards an animal
that is the size of a semitrailer.

I am perched on the back of the boat, and

| have waited for this moment for a long time, but
now that it is all too real, those last nagging fears
once again surface. What if the whales bump into
us — even by accident? How big a turning circle
does a 15m animal weighing 40 tonnes need?

As quietly as four people who are completely out
of their element can, we slip into the water, led
by Annah, our experienced naturalist guide, and
begin slowly swimming towards a humpback
whale and her baby calf lying motionless near the
surface of the water. As soon as her immense
shape appears, all my fears vanish, to be replaced
by an overwhelming sensation of calm and awe.

The scene under the water is spell-binding.
Gracefully and effortlessly, she turns towards us,
and then from beneath her, a smaller version of
herself peeks out to take a look.

She seems indifferent to our presence, but keeps
one watchful saucer-sized eye on both us and her
young son. This is most likely the first time that
he has seen creatures such as us, and his curiosity
gets the better of him. With the boisterous
playfulness of a child that has no fear, he makes
a beeline straight towards us.

As he twirls and pirouettes around us in the
water, | know that conventional whale-watching
has been ruined for me forever.

The islands of Vava'u in Tonga are considered a
humpback-whale ‘nursery’ and every year
between August and October several hundred
humpbacks make the annual migration from
Antarctica to these warm waters to breed and
give birth, Tonga is one of only three countries in
the world where it is possible to swim with these
mighty mammals.

It is, without a doubt, one of the most awesome
wildlife experiences you will ever have.

RESPONSIBLE TRAVEL
CREDENTIALS

Whaling was banned by Tonga in 1978 when
the local population of humpbacks had
been hunted almost to extinction. Some
conservation groups have raised concerns
about whether swimming with whales is
detrimental to their wellbeing, but there’
exists a strong pro-whaling lobby in Tonga:
if the income from whale-watching were to
dry up, whale hunting may again become a
serious threat.

The industry is tightly monitored and only
permit holders can conduct swim operations
under strict guidelines.

Tourism is not well developed in Tonga,
and the fledgling whale-watching industry
provides employment and a much-needed
economic boost to this developing country.

A study by the International Fund for Animal
Welfare {(IFAW) showed that each humpback

whale in Tongan waters was worth A$20,300

a year, or A$1 million in tourism dollars
during its lifetime to the Tongan economy.

Travelling with a responsible tour operator
is essential, both for the safety of the visitor
and the welfare of the whales themselves.

Whaleswim Adventures makes a contribution

from the cost of each trip to whale research
and conservation, and includes a strong
education and conservation component in
the tours.

Further information: www.tongaholiday.com | www.whaleswim.com

WHEN TO GO

Humpback whales can be seen
in Tonga between August and
October before they begin
their migration southward back
to Antarctica.

GETTING THERE

Several international airlines
service Nuku'alofa, Tonga's
capital. From there, Tonga's
domestic carrier, Peau Vava'u,
operates flights to the Vava'u
island group.

There are several whale-
watching operators running
day trips or extended stays
from the port town of Neiafu.
Whaleswim Adventures operates
several tours, including nine-
day trips with seven days whale
swimming. Accommodation

is on shore in traditional fales
(houses), from where you're
picked up for daily boat
excursions. The trip lc‘?ts from
A$3795 per person twin share,
including most meals,

Maximum group size is 10 to 12
and only four people, plus one
guide, are permitted in the water
with the whales at any one time.

You'll need to be reasonably
fit and confident swimming or
snorkelling in open water.

FACING PAGE: The warm waters of
Tonga are a humpback whale
nursery and - with careful
guidance - you can share some
mutual curiosity with these
leviathans.



