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antas, sharks, cannibalizing squid and
colourful mandarinfish... and lots more
in between... once again the annual
Manta Ray Resort Annual Manta Fest
at Micronesia’s Yap Island produced

amazing encounters and fantastic images and

videos. Held the last week of August and first week

of September, people come from around the world

to experience the warm, clear Yapese waters and the

myriad marine life found on the healthy coral reefs.

Since its inception, | have been fortunate enough

to participate in Manta Fest almost every session.
From the perspective of being a teacher for the photo
school aspect of the event to being a judge as the
contest portion concludes, | look forward to meeting
new people, helping out where | can in the form of
talks or one-on-one sessions and especially seeing
what creative and enthusiastic image makers produce
during the course of two weeks of diving in the
western Pacific.

Not only an excellent Underwater Photographer,
Manta Ray Bay Resort and Yap Divers is the pioneer

Tim Rock was also judging and teaching at an

diving operation at Micronesia’s Yap Island and owner underwater photo school as a pro. Now heiis

Bill Acker is a Scuba Diving Hall of Fame member. covering the competition results and the event story

This operator has brought in presenters such as for EZDIVE readers.

Frank Schneider of Tauchen Magazine in Germany,
videographer Any Schumacher, Maui’s David FRIB—UE B TEREM, Tim Rock E#—FK
Fleetham, Hall of Famer Marty Snyderman, diving TMEXEB L ERETERIEN, SR EZDIVE ¢
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What is great is that | and my fellow
presenters are able to join the shooters on
their dive boats daily every morning as we
head out for a couple of morning dives.

I have been diving in Yap since 1984 and
know many of the highlights of each site
and | try to pass on any insights and tips

to help the shooters get the best images.
Even before we get to the sites, we often
encounter spinner dolphin pods and try to
getimages above and below the sea of the
amazing marine mammals. In the afternoon,
divers may also do one or two dives. In late
afternoon, seminars start, other presenters
are available for one-on-one sessions, there
are mandarinfish dusk dives, night dives
and blackwater dives and even a few sunset
shoots over at the sharky Vertigo dive site to
create half-half shots of sharks below and
sunset above. Then, after dinner, one of the
pros wraps things up with a slideshow or
video (or both) of his or her work.

The fun part, as you can imagine, is that
there is always something going on. Non-
stop photo fun for every level is offered
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and as a presenter, that keeps us all busy
as there is no such thing as a question we
won’t try to answer.

Divers don’t have to own any photo
experience to take part. If someone wants
to just try underwater work, | will help
that diver get set up with a housed GoPro
and offer advice. If someone has been
shooting stills but would like to get into
video, I'll work with that person on the
basics of how to do set up the camera and
how to do sequential shooting to make a
nice underwater video. No experience, no

problem, we get people into it.

And Yap is one of the best environments for
image making in the Pacific. Clear waters on
the outer reefs and close encounters with
large marine creatures like manta raysin
theisland’s deep channels provide a great
environment and lot of opportunities for

fish portraits, shark and manta images and

a couple of very productive macro sites for
close-up work. And at dusk, the mandarinfish
come out for their nightly dances.
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The event is called Manta Fest and for good reason, Yap has been
quite famous for its resident manta rays that are seen at cleaning
stations on both the east and west sides of the island. The
consistency of seeing the big rays year ‘round at a place like Mi’il
Channel, the Grand Canyon of the Pacific or coral-covered Gofnuw
Channel has attracted photographers and divers worldwide. The
have been named and the vigilant crew at Yap Divers helps manta
biologists keep track of the mantas and their behaviors.

In addition, gardens of beautiful hard corals, dropoffs and
caverns at the crystal clear island south end of Yap, gravelly
critter-filled slopes and even a few small wrecks all make this
island an ideal spot to hold a photo school event. And for the
experienced, we try to offer tips that will make their underwater
time the most productive as well as pass on many tips for in-
the-field shooting. Afterwards, we take turns giving seminars on
post-production for both stills and video.

One very popular new experience has been blackwater diving.
The Yap Trench off Yap Island is the second deepest ocean
trench in the world giving way only to the nearby Marianas
Trench. Divers wait until dark and go offshore a mile (1.6km) or
more and then put lights down at 40 feet (about 12 metres) or
so and see what comes by that is attracted by the lights. Then,
drifting with the ocean currents, divers hope to shoot larval
stage creatures, colourful squid and even larger fish. The 2019
overall winner, Sheila Ott, nailed the split seconds when a larger
squid attacked and ate one of its own species.

| get great satisfaction in helping someone who thinks his/her
shot is just ‘OK’. With a little help from Lightroom or Photoshop,
an ‘OK’ image can be cleaned up to be quite presentable.
Getting people into the digital darkroom and show them how to
work that magic is an integral part of underwater shooting. Just
like Ansel Adams when he did his famous work in the California
wilds, divers normally visibly improve after a couple of weeks of
learning proper editing and workflow. We can see just how well
a shooter has progressed when it comes to judging time.

At the end of the event, people turn in their prized images and
spend a day fun diving while the judges normally spend a full
day pouring over entries and selecting the best of the best.
Judges express their opinions and sometimes we all agree and
often we don’t. In the end, we are always amazed to see a crop
of great images from the sea. In the evening, people gather for
awards, spirits and island food and plenty of fun.

The two weeks go fast but | always enjoy my time at the
photo contests like Yap’s Manta Fest and others | have
worked. Underwater photography is one of the finest ways to
educate and entertain people about the diversity and beauty
of our oceans and | am happy to help people make these
kinds of images.

Please visit the event official website for more information:

www.mantafest.com.
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