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Dive Hard

The Kuwait
Dive Team
tackle the
tough
jobs

can -"l‘l-'i-.'
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Others may ask

ince its founding in 1991, when a group of
S professionally trained divers banded together

o raise ships which were sunk during the Iragi
invasion, the Kuwait Dive Team has been dedicated 1o
carrving out the difficult 1asks aimed at environmental
restoration and protection,

The all volunteer organization has had outstanding
success in its original mission. Over 150 wrecks have
been salvaged, leaving a cleaner enviromment and clear-
ing shipping lanes. In the process, the tenm has earned
praise from the United Nations and the Cousteau Ocea-
nographers, led by the son of the lnte Jacques Cousteauw,
Jean Michel.

Now, with the help of the Kuwait Ol Company
and other sponsors, the group is tackling even more
challenging tasks: the re-colonizotion of Kuwailt's coral
recls. plantation of permanent anchor buoys and other
projecix for the continued maintenance of the oceans,
including the removal of a three ton fishing net which
wns tangled in the recf.

For these and other projects, the icam has been able
o call on KOC for use of its boats and crancs. The
company’s greatest assistonce hax come ils involve-
ment in the creation of antificial colonies for coral reefs.
For thiz project, as well as providing ships for trans-
port of the concrete reefs, the company provided engi-
neering help with construction of the antificial roefs.

EOC's Marine Service Depantment helped bolt to-
gether the large concrete slabs and engineers assisted
with the design. “KOC has been a big help,” says
Abdullah Al-Fadel. spokesperson for the team. “"'We
couldn’t do it without them, Can you imagine how
much this would have cost us?"

Mr. Al=-Fadel anyvs KOC management ook an ne-

tive and sincere interest in the project. “'We had a meet-
ing with {(former KOC Chairman and Manuging Di-
rector) Mr. Al-Fulaij and he was very interested and
very helpful.”

As a nons-profit orgonization, the suppon of com-
panies like the Kuwait Oll Company is vilal for the
towm. What we do is not financially rewarding. When
you remove nets. who's going to pay you for t7” asks
Mr. Al-Fadel. “We have costs for maintenance and
equipment, but we don't have a regular income.™

Every member of the Dive Team volunteers their
time and energy. They all have regular workaday lives
and, nx a group, refuse 10 engage in commercinl ac-
tivities. They have no core sources of funding and rely
on donations and special project funding. But, because
of the consistent quality of their work. the group is
likely to remain liguid.

“Financing is a problem, but if you do a good job
continuously people start to
know you, believe in you and
believe in your work.” The
group’s solid reputation and
good works have helped them
in secure project grants from
the Kuwait Foundation for the
Advancement of Sciences, the
Environmont Public Authority
and the General Secrelary of
Waqf. a national Islamic char-
ity fund dedicated to the betler-
ment of the community,

In order 1o build the reputa-
tion needed to assure this fund-
ing. the group has gone well
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beyond their role as mere divers, To
achieve their goals the team has de-
veloped zignificant skills in scientific
research, management and public re-
lations. Mr. Al-Fadel is the weam’s
wie b= master.

For projects like the colonization
of the coral reefs, the rescarch ele-
ment is wvitally important. Consider-
able time and elMfort was spent muak-
ing sure the structures 10 be used
were the best ones available.

Earlier this decade, the
group experimented with reefl
colonization using bundled
tires, but discovered that these
did not have the necessary
weight or stability o encour-
nge coral growth. “They
weren i good because they
weren't solid or ztable,” says
Mr. Al-Fadel the current could
move them and in order for
coral o grow we need a very
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“The fish do
come after the
reef bur we
don’t do this for
the fish. Fish
can be grown in
ranks - what’s
important is the
reefs. The reefs
are being
destroved.™
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stable place."

The reef project was interrupted by the Iragi inva-
sion, and the recovery of sunken ships thereafter. But
when that project was completed and their attention
turned back to the reefs, they were dedicated 1o doing
it better.

Concrete was a natural choice for stability and.
notes Mr. Al-Fadel, it satisfied other considerations.
“Concrete is good for the environment, because it's
bazically the same as naturnl rocks.” Once that was
decided, the more difficult decisions involved design.

The group originally went with an *anchor-shaped®
design. These structures were reasonably effective. As
photos show, coral has begun to grow at an impressive
rate. Bul the team always tries to do better, after an
exhaustive scarch. they came up with an improved
design.

The new design says Mr. Al-Fadel, is superior for
several reasons, "It has small holes for small fish, it
has a big space for bigger fish to go in and out, plus it
has lots of open space. Sunlight is very important for
the reefs and this is open from all areas. It"s not too
high 20 boats can gail past. It's not too big, 50 we can
move it.” The design has been admired by the Cousteau
team and has been endorsed by independent marine
sCcientisis,

The concrete slabs were donated by a local firm,
the Kuwait Building and Construction Company, and
bolted together by KOs Marine Services engineers.
Onece loaded on the boat, the plantation of the reefs
requires more than merely dropping them randomly in
the sea. The Diving Team has to carefully inspect the
aren most conducive to reef prowth,

"¥You have o be really careful when yvou pick a
location: you need an arca where there are good cur-
rents and a solid seabed so the reef doesn’t sink,” says
M Ad-Fadel.

The program has great benefits for all marine life,
especially fizsh, but Mr, Fadel confesses that he's most
interested in the reefs themselves, “The fizsh do come
after the reef but we don”t do this for the fish. Fish can
be grown in tanks - what’s important is the reefs. The
reefs are being destroved.™

The artificial reef praject ix only part of the Diving
Team's work. As well as assisting in the growing of
new reefs, the team is dedicated to preservation.

“The reefs in Kuwait are already very small be-
cause the weather in Kuwait is not very good for them,
And they are bring destroyed, by fishing anchoring
and pollution. We're have o protect what we have, as
well as build new reefs.” notes Mr. Al-Fadel

Two recent projects, also assisted by KOO, sought

to do just that: the removal of a 3 ton fishing net tan-
gled in the reefs and the plantation of anchor buoys, 1o
prevenl damage to the hard coral.

Coral requires sunlight and it only grows an hard
surfaces, The snarled net smothered the coral. bloning
oul the sun and denying the reef an opportunity 1O grow,
The team lifted the net using Iift bags, the same type
used o ralse sunken vessels, For divers experienced
in raising shipwrecks, salvaging a fishing net may
sound like an easy task, but the process was made dif-
ficult due to the strong current and the hours required
o undo the anarled welb,

The team actually had to put off the mission sev-
eral times because of sea conditions, “We should have
done this months ago but the weather, waves and wa-
ter conditions prevented ™ says Mr, Al-Fadel.

The reefs in Kuwaiti waters are predominately
made ot hard coral, which breaks easily and takes years
o grow. With increased yvachting, fishing and com-
mercial activity, the reefs have been slowly chipped
away by ships dropping anchor. By placing eaxy 1o
use, sturdy, buoys the team hopes to resolve this prohb-
lem,

To plant the buoys, teams of divers have 10 operate
a special underwater jackhammer, driving steel rods

deep into the seabed, "“The rod is solid metal and it
gocs vwo and one half merters down, so we don’t dam-
age anvihing, We attach the cable. which ik very strong
and can hold eight or nine tons"™

The jackhammer is desfeningly loud. and the dust
and sand it stirs up is blinding. Nevertheless, they rel-
ish the task.

“*Im some places we cannot use the hammer, and
in those places we use concrete anchors. For that KOC
helps by letting us use their boats,” The concrete an-
chors are remnoants of an earlier altempt (o colomze
caral reefs. A team that operites on o nght budgei
knows better than to let anyithing go o waste,

That sttitude includes data collection. The mem-
bers of the tcom have varied background, and they muay
nat abways know how to analyze all of the information
they collect. but they do kpow it"s valuable, ""We re
not scientists but we are keeping records of all our in-
formation o it can be used by sciennsis”” says M, Al-
Fadel, “All the information we collect is public, all the
piciures and all of our work iz public,™

MMuch of that information. as well as splendid un-
derwater photography and details of their numerous
other activities, is available on the team’s official web
site, wiwaw freckuwait.com,

F

“In some
places we
cannotl use
the hammer,
and in those
places we use
concrete
anchors. For
thar KOC
helps by
letring us use
their boats.™
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