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Off the
beaten reef

TWO AND A HALF HOURS BY PRIVATE CHARTER PLANE
FROM BALI LIES AN EXCLUSIVE ECO-RESORT,
SURROUNDED BY SOME OF THE WORLD’S MOST
PRISTINE CORAL REEFS. PATRICK STUART DISCOVERS
THE NATURAL WONDERS OF WAKATOBI

W

akatobi is remote, so remote in fact
that the owner of what is the only
resort for many miles around had to build his
own airstrip to get guests there and a
desalination plant to provide fresh water. But
it is the very remoteness of what has become

known as one of the world’s top dive resorts
that draws people to it. A maximum of just
68 guests can visit the reefs around the
neighbouring islands, providing them access
to some of the world’s best, and most
exclusive, diving and snorkelling sites.
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It’s no surprise that divers make up the vast
majority of guests here but Swiss owner
Lorenz Mäder has set his sights firmly on
attracting a growing breed of eco-traveller
from the so called “barefoot luxury” segment
of the market; people who are looking for
total escapism and contact with nature
without giving up on luxuries such as fine
bed linen and gourmet cuisine. Snorkelers

are catered for every bit as seriously as scuba
divers, while other activities, such as kite
surfing and sport fishing, are just as attractive
to enthusiasts as the diving.
The crowning glory of Wakatobi,
however, has to be the house reef, a “dropoff” to a depth of some 50 metres, above
which, at the end of a jetty, sits the resort’s
bar, where one evening we witnessed the
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phenomenon of thousands of fluorescent
shrimp skimming the ocean surface right
before our eyes.
Our days at Wakatobi started early. Our
location at the eastern end of the Indonesian
time zone meant that it was light by 5.30am
when we were there and most guests were at
breakfast by 6.30, ahead of departure of the
first dive boats at 7.30. Resort time soon took
on a deliciously languid rhythm for us, of an
early breakfast, a morning of diving, afternoons
of more diving or snorkelling, or perhaps a
massage and then watching the sun sink into
the ocean. By 6.30pm it was dark and after
dinner we would lay on the sun deck in front
of our Ocean View Bungalow, staring at the
most stunning night skies.
It took us a few days of living this routine
to really understand what this resort is all
about. It was all too easy to forget just how
remote we were and to take for granted the
fabulous food and wine we were enjoying, or
even simple luxuries such as a good hot
shower. The logistics behind making this all
happen are quite mind-boggling.
Wakatobi employs some 250 people,
including a team in Bali, providing a slick
transfer and concierge service to guests.
Their private charter plane flies in twice per
week from Bali, bringing with it not only
guests, but also essential supplies for the
resort. All supplies not brought in by plane
come from the nearest proper town, which is
14 hours away by local ferry.
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But it’s behind the scenes that the true scale
and complexity of the operation can be
appreciated. A resort tour takes place for
guests each week and as well as viewing the
different accommodation options available,
the tour takes in the numerous workshops
where teams of carpenters, mechanics and
maintenance staff make up a working
community accommodated behind the first
line of palm trees and well out of sight and
sound of guests.
This is all impressive but one of the
greatest achievements of this resort is the
standard of cuisine that guests enjoy in such
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a remote location. The private charter flight,
arriving twice per week from Bali, is a vital
link in this respect, providing the chefs with
the same premium quality produce sold to
Bali’s top resorts.
One evening we enjoyed roast organic
chicken from a small bio farm on Bali;
another night premium beef from Australia,
whilst fish and seafood comes fresh from
local artisanal fishermen. The ingredients
used in the kitchen are, without exception,
of the highest quality and the chefs, mostly
recruited from leading hotels and restaurants
in Bali, do them full justice.
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BARGIBANT'S
BARGIBANT'S PYGMY
PYGMY SEAHORSES
SEAHORSES
(HIPPOCAMPUS
(HIPPOCAMPUS BARGIBANTI)
BARGIBANTI)
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THE DIVING

Divers are treated to some of the most pristine
coral reefs in the world, literally teeming with
life thanks in part to the ongoing reef
conservation programme, whereby the resort
gives a share of its revenue to the local
community, who in turn no longer fish directly
on the reefs.
The service is simply superb, with small
groups and expert guides and a crew who do
everything from washing and preparing kit to
handing divers a warm wet face towel and
refreshments after each dive. Underwater
photographers are catered for with dedicated
facilities and a professional photographer is at
hand for tuition.
But what draws divers and snorkelers back
to Wakatobi again and again is the massive
diversity of life to be found on these reefs. On
most dives we saw both hawksbill and
leatherback turtles, along with schooling fish
including barracuda, small critters such as
pygmy seahorses and nudibranchs and just
about every tropical reef fish any diver could
wish for. The dive sites are a mix of vertical or
near-vertical reef walls and gentle slopes and
a stunning array of soft and hard corals. Add to
this underwater visibility of at least 30 metres,
and often more, and you have what is
undoubtedly some of the best resort-based
diving in the world.
ABOUT WAKATOBI

Wakatobi’s owner Lorenz Mäder knows a
thing or two about dive resorts, having worked
as a consultant to international hotel groups, researching and implementing their dive operations around the world before setting up his own
resort. He spent many years travelling the Indian Ocean in search of the perfect location,
before finally settling on Wakatobi in 1995.
Wakatobi is actually the name given to a
region below South East Sulawesi, Indonesia,
which comprises a group of islands and a
national marine park. Covering an area of
more than 17,000 square kilometres, the
region’s name is an amalgam of the main
islands in the archipelago: Wangi-Wangi,
Kaledupa, Tomia and Binongko..
Wakatobi Dive Resort is located on tiny
Tolandona Island, next to Tomia.
The resort has just 15 “Ocean View
bungalows”, each with a private beach deck
and tropical style outdoor shower, nine simple
yet comfortable “Palm Bungalows”, set slightly
back from the beach, and four luxurious villas,
some with private pools, enjoying the best of
the beachfront locations.
As well as the resort itself, Wakatobi owns
and operates its own luxurious live-aboard
yacht, The Pelagian, accommodating just 10
guests in a similar style of luxury to that found
at the resort. Many guests choose to spend
one week cruising on The Pelagian, to access
even more remote dive sites, and a second
week at the resort.
www.wakatobi.com 
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