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Scavenger hunt dives underwater
Scuba enthusiasts say it’s the latest thing in their search for new adventures

BY SUZETTE LABOY
ASSOCIATED PRESS

A
VON PARK, Fla. 
(AP) – The latest 
scavenger hunt 
takes you under-

water.
Geocaching started as a 

hobby more than a decade 
ago on land but it’s slowly be-
coming popular with scuba 
enthusiasts around the world 
looking for new underwater 
adventures.

“People are adding this on 
as an extension to their own 
hobby,” said Jeremy Irish, 
CEO and co-founder of Geo-
caching.com based in Seat-
tle.

Interest in geocaching has 
grown significantly over the 
years, even reaching space 
via the International Space 
Station. Tourism boards and 
local parks use geocaching as 
a way to attract visitors. But 
combining the two hobbies – 
geocaching and scuba diving 
– has only recently taken off.

Underwater geocaches 
can be found in the waters of 
more than a dozen countries, 
from Indonesia to South Af-
rica to Spain, but “there’s just 
not that many of them out 
there right now,” said Chris 
Waggoner, a veteran police 
officer from Gainesville, Fla., 
and an avid geocacher. About 
100 geocaches around the 
world today require scuba 
gear, according to the Geo-
caching.com database, and 
just over half of them were 
listed in the past two years.

Geocaching is a hunt for a 
hidden “geocache,” basically 
a container with a logbook. 
Some caches hold a trinket 
or treasure. The person who 
finds the treasure must sign 
the logbook and return the 
geocache to its original loca-
tion. If you take something 
from the cache, you must 
leave something of equal 
or great value. Geocaching 
coins and so-called “travel 
bugs” (dog tags) have track-
ing codes on them, so they 
can be moved from cache to 
cache.

Scuba or underwater geo-
caching follows the same 
rules as the terrestrial-based 
game, but includes some 
challenges. Land-based 
geocaching uses GPS coor-
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Kenny Jenkins uses a lift bag to help him carry a weight and geocache marker to place it in about 33 feet of water in Lake Denton in 
Avon Park, Fla.

dinates. With underwater 
geocaching, visual clues are 
added because it’s difficult 

to give an exact GPS loca-
tion on the water. The cache 
must also be submersible 

and must withstand water 
pressure and corrosion; log-
books are waterproof.

Jenkins, who has been 
scuba caching for six months, 
was excited to add an under-
water cache since so few are 
near his home. “Because 
they’re fairly extreme, they 
take a lot of work, a lot of ef-
fort to get to, and also to 
place,” he said. “But a lot of 
people are doing more out-
door activities now and the 
geocaching and scuba div-
ing for me combines two of 
my greatest hobbies.”

Some water caches can 
be reached by using a canoe 
or kayak because they are 
placed just under the water 
surface or near shore. Oth-
ers are accessible by snorkel 
or an easy dive. The more in-
tense searches, though, re-
quire scuba gear. One cache, 
called “The Boss,” can be 
found near a dive wreck in 
Cape Town, South Africa. 
The “Underwater Bus” cache 
is in Fantasy Lake Scuba 
Park in North Carolina about 
28 feet underwater, and the 
“Diver’s Underwater Shrine” 
is submerged 24 feet near the 
shoreline of Petoskey, Mich. 
Directions say if you catch 
the sun just right, you might 
see the white marble crucifix 
resting underwater in Little 
Traverse Bay.

Geocaching is not regulat-
ed beyond what is approved 
by the community or volun-
teer reviewers on geocach-
ing sites. Guidelines require 
permission before placing a 
cache on private property or 
on protected federal lands, 
and caches cannot be buried. 
There’s no age requirement, 
so families can go hunting 
together.

There is no record of ac-
cidents or deaths associated 
with underwater geocaching. 
But there have been deaths 
among land-based geocach-
ers from things like heart at-
tacks and falls.

Underwater geocaching is 
one part of a big hobby, and 
geocaching overall is grow-
ing. Geocaching.com started 
in 2000 with 75 caches world-
wide and now lists over 1.6 
million caches.

“I always attributed it to 
the fact that people generally 
enjoy exploring and discov-
ering new places,” Irish said. 
“You get to be a kid again and 
go treasure hunting.”

AP/WILFREDO LEE

Jenkins comes to the top of the water after placing a geocache marker on the lake floor.

Geocaching experienc-
es are shared online on sites 
such as Geocaching.com run 
by Garmin, which makes GPS 
devices. Clues and rating sys-
tems are added, including the 
level of difficulty in finding 
the cache. For example, does 
the hunt require (for land 
hunts) biking or mountain 
climbing, or special equip-
ment such as scuba gear (for 
water-based hunts)?

One cold Saturday morn-
ing, Kenny Jenkins of Fort 
Myers, Fla., placed a cache 
33 feet underwater in Lake 
Denton in central Florida. A 
homemade red-and-white 
f loating tube bearing the 
words “Official Geocaching 
Game Piece” marks the spot, 
attached to concrete block 
that sits on the lake bottom. 
To prove that they’ve found 
it, geocachers must sign the 
waterproof logbook at the 
site, “because otherwise you 
have people that just drive by 
and say ‘I found it’ and they 
never really did,” said Jen-
kins.

BY GARY A. WARNER
THE ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER

Revolution and radiation. 
Not exactly issues for a travel 
brochure.

The entire world is hurting 
when it comes to tourism. A 
battered economy, high fuel 
prices and the hassle of air-

ports and borders are enough 
to keep people at or close to 
their homes. But internation-
al tourism is showing signs of 
a rebound. Worldwide tour-
ist arrivals were up 4.4 per-
cent, to 980 million, in 2011, 
according to the United Na-
tions World Tourism Organi-
zation.

But as 2012 opens, two 
countries where tourism is 
a big business are facing big 
troubles.

In Egypt, tourism has 
stopped, sputtered and 
stalled again. After dictator 
Hosni Mubarak was toppled 
in February, it looked like 
tourism would rebound. But 
with violence in the run-up 
to elections, things have yet 
to normalize in the land of 

the pyramids.
Japan is nearing the one-

year anniversary of the dev-
astating earthquake and 
tsunami that also led to a 
major nuclear incident. Cou-
pled with a spike in the yen 
exchange rates, the nation is 
fighting a two-front battle to 
bring back visitors.

EGYPT
Egypt is in the worst 

shape. After Mubarak was 
forced out, there was hope 
that Egypt’s $12.5 billion 
tourism industry could 
get back to business. Tour 
groups and cruise lines had 
stayed away during the dem-
onstrations in Tahrir Square, 
next door to the Egyptian 
Museum. With Mubarak 
gone, visitors would not only 
be able to see the treasures of 
antiquity along the Nile, but 
also support the Arab Spring 
that was bringing reform to 
the region.

It didn’t work out that 
way. After an initial lull, fac-
tional fighting has erupted 
amid a sometimes bloody 
army crackdown. Elections 
will likely bring an Islamist 
coalition into power – if the 
army lets it – but how radical 
the politics of the new lead-
ers will be is still up in the 
air.

Egypt has paid a heavy 
price, with the Agence 
France-Presse news agency 
reporting that tourism had 
dropped 30 percent in 2011, 
and those who were coming 
were staying for shorter peri-
ods and spending less.

In Egypt, the goals of poli-
tics and tourism are often at 
odds. To get Western visitors 
back, the country must first 
calm its streets. But if the 
calming brings an Islamic-
led government that moves 
one of the Arab world’s most 
secularized societies to 
something more conserva-
tive, that could scare off visi-
tors too.

Egypt has a long way to go 
to get visitors back. Luckily 
for the country, its treasures 
have proven an irresistible 
lure in hard times before: af-
ter the murder of 62 people, 
mainly tourists, at the Deir 
el-Bahari temple complex 
near Luxor in 1997, and the 
general unease over travel to 
the region after 9/11.

JAPAN
Japan is an underrated 

vacation spot, a country that 
mixes the ancient with ultra-
modern, kabuki with J-pop.

But Japan is facing a dou-
ble whammy in its effort to 
bring Western tourists back 

after the earthquake and 
tsunami of March 11. The 
lasting damage of “3/11” is 
the ongoing containment 
and cleanup of the Fukushi-
ma Daiichi nuclear power 
plant. It has the unenviable 
reputation of being the site 
of the second worse nuclear 
reactor incident in history 
after the 1986 meltdown at 
Chernobyl in the then-Sovi-
et Union.

Though Tokyo is 140 miles 
away, every report of a trace 
of radiation resonates in the 
capital. Western tourism has 
dropped sharply, even to the 
ancient city of Kyoto, 400 
miles from the reactor site.

The Japanese have come 
up with all kinds of schemes 
to try to lure tourists back, 
including a plan to pay for 
1,000 American bloggers 
to come to the country and 
write glowing reports.

Major League Baseball is 
helping out by scheduling a 
two-game regular season-
opening series in late March 
at the Tokyo Dome. The 
games between the Seattle 
Mariners and Oakland Ath-
letics will be shown in the 
United States. The message: 
If the Japanese capital is safe 
for millionaire athletes, it’s 
safe for the rest of us.

But even if Japan can get 

tourists to put the radiation 
issue in the back of their 
minds, the country has iron-
ically become increasingly 
expensive to visit in the af-
termath of the crisis.

Fuel surcharges on Japa-
nese airlines pushed fares 
to about $1,100 roundtrip 
in coach during peak peri-
ods. More importantly – and 
this is the real killer for visi-
tation – the yen is at an all-
time high of about 75 to the 
dollar. That pushes prices up 
at hotels and restaurants at a 
time when the wobbly euro 
is making Europe more at-
tractive to vacationers.

While the radiation issue 
is the more serious and long-
term for Japan, getting its 
currency exchange rate un-
der control is going to be the 
first step toward any tourism 
recovery.

In both Egypt and Ja-
pan, the year may depend 
on how well they “get the lid 
on,” though it has different 
meanings in each place. In 
Egypt, it means finding sta-
bility and safety for visitors. 
In Japan, it’s convincing 
tourists, as well as interna-
tional visitors, that Fukushi-
ma’s fallout – literal and fig-
urative – can be contained.

Troubled Japan and Egypt hope to rebound
They have a long way to go
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