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SECTION I

INTRODUCTION



THE MANTA R AYS OF
THE BIG ISLAND OF HAWAII

Manta rays have been Kona’s most unique attraction to travelers since they were “discovered” in the 
early 90’s. The near shore waters of Kona, Hawaii are home to one of the most robust and accessible 
populations of mantas in the world. While manta rays are found in most oceans, their regular 
appearances to feed at night are one of the most unique displays of natural beauty ever witnessed. 

While daytime occurrences are possible but rare, the chance to meet the gentle giants during the night 
time encounters are abundant (with a 70% chance to see at least one).

Even the most seasoned traveler often comments that the Kona Manta Snorkel and Dive Adventure is 
the “most amazing thing I’ve ever done!” 

Although the activity is staged and conducted at night on the ocean, powerful lights are used to attract 
the mantas. These lights illuminate the area so well you forget it is dark in the warm, tropical waters of 
the Pacific Ocean.

One of the 

TOP 10
AQUATIC

ADVENTURES
in the 

WORLD
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WHAT IS
A MANTA RAY?

There are two types of manta rays: pelagic and reef mantas. Pelagic are the larger ones of the two, is 
migratory and roams the vast sq. miles of the open ocean. Reef mantas are smaller and frequently seen in 
shallower, more coastal habitats. Both species live in tropical, subtropical and temperate ocean waters.

Manta rays are the largest and least known of all the rays, often confused with sting rays and associated with 
the unfortunate deadly accident with Steve Irwin (2006). However, mantas are very different! They have NO 
barb, teeth or stinger. Their defense to a predatory threat is simply flight.

Plankton is their natural food source and they use their large cavernous mouth to filter-feed. They also have 
the largest brain-to-body ratio in the family of the sharks, rays and skates.

Based on current information, we know that coastal manta rays can swim as deep as 700 feet (214 m), but it is 
believed they spend most of their time in shallower waters. Scuba divers and snorkelers usually encounter the 
mantas from the surface to 80 feet of depth.

the hawaiian word 
for manta ray is 

hahalua

SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

5
mantarayadvocates.com/mobula-alfredi

https://mantarayadvocates.com/mobula-alfredi/


WHAT IS SPECIAL ABOUT
THE MANTAS OF THE KONA COAST?

The process used to 
attract the manta 
rays is an example of 
a scientific principle 
called Classical 
Conditioning.

Kona is one of the few places in 
the world where you can be an 
arm’s length away from manta 
rays.

As light attracts plankton (their 
main food source), manta rays 
have been conditioned to feed 
around underwater light sources 
at night.

The chance to swim this close to 
these magnificent and beautiful 
creatures makes the Big Island 
of Hawaii a unique place to 
experience mantas in their 
natural habitat.

Planktonic marine life uses sunlight for photosynthesis.  
At night it is attracted to lights simulating the sun.

SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

“One of the most amazing experiences a human can have. And one flicked its wing 

and hit me on the hand – it was unexpected and so exciting. Made me feel blessed to 

be so fortunate. A wonderful antidote to negativity bias!”
Cory, Spring 2020



SWIMMING WITH MANTA R AYS
IS A LIFE-CHANGING EXPERIENCE

Shortly after sunset when it is dark enough for the plankton to form, manta rays are drawn to the lit-up 
viewing area(s). They feed by filtering the plankton from the water using a complex system of brachial filters 
to ingest and then digest the food. 

During our passive interaction with the mantas, the scuba divers are approximately 30-35 feet below the 
surface; sometimes deeper or shallower, depending on conditions and where the plankton concentrates.

Divemasters guide the scuba divers to a central viewing area to position themselves on the bottom, then 
shine their lights upwards toward the surface to attract the plankton. Snorkelers from each activity provider 
are also equipped with lights and led to the viewing area on the surface. 

The in-water activity lasts about 40-60 minutes and during this time, an other-worldly, illuminated underwater 
“arena,” reminiscent of movies like ‘The Abyss’ or ‘Close Encounters of the Third Kind’ is created. With 
the combination of lights, bubbles and the dark ocean you float above or view from below, and you see real 
creatures from the Jurassic era glide in with fluid angel-like movements. It’s mesmerizing.

Often you come within inches of a manta ray and you can feel the massive rush of ocean water come across 
your body. We’ve seen it over and over: it humbles you, it changes you. 

It often has a profound healing effect on people - both physical and emotional. Being in the mantas natural 
habitat and seeing their grace and beauty will touch your heart and leave you invigorated and motivated to do 
better for the ocean and the environment.
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SCUBA DIVING SNORKELING
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SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS



SNORKELING VS
DIVING WITH MANTA RAYS

Initially, the manta rays were enjoyed only by scuba divers, but within the last few years it has transformed 
into a snorkeling activity to be enjoyed by all ages. Today, more people snorkel (than scuba dive) with the 
exotic mantas.

Activity providers offer both scuba diving and snorkeling. 
 
If you go on a snorkeling tour you will stay on the water surface, most likely holding on to a flotation device 
with lights attracting plankton and thus the manta rays. If you go diving, you will be sitting on the ocean floor 
with lights and observe the manta rays by looking up.

A prerequisite to dive is that you must be a Certified Scuba Diver to join the dive charter; however, you are 
not required to have night diving experience with most operators.

If you haven’t been diving in a while, we recommend you sign up for a 5-hour tour with 2 dives (2-tank 
charter) offered by dive operators. That way, you can refresh your skills in full daylight before you embark on 
the night dive.

SECTION II: SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS
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HOW GOOD OF A
SWIMMER DO I HAVE TO BE?

We do NOT recommend swimming with manta rays at night in open-ocean 
to non-swimmers or first-time snorkelers.

If you have never been snorkeling before, practice in the hotel pool or in the 
ocean during the day. That way you will be ready and have some experience 
before the activity. 

Don’t stress yourself by doing it for 
the first time at night with large 
manta rays swimming by.

Snorkeling is easy, but best practiced.

SECTION II: SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS
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Familiarize yourself
with snorkeling
first!



The minimum age varies by activity provider, but we recommend at least I2 years old. For our team it is 
morally imperative that everyone has positive memories of a lifetime ocean experience and for a child 
younger than 12, the risk might be that the precious mind associates water and ocean with fear.

Children under the age of fourteen should have constant adult supervision on board and in the water.

If you want to take your children on an adventure swimming with manta rays, you’ll need to properly 
prepare them for the experience. The crew will not be able to babysit.

The maximum age is only limited 
by the ability to have fun, being 
courageous and the desire to see 
angel-like creatures in the ocean at 
night. 
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ARE THERE 
AGE RESTRICTIONS?
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BOAT TRIP VS
ENTERING FROM SHORE

We cannot stress enough that entering the ocean from lava rock 
shoreline is a really bad idea. You risk injury from sea urchin, sharp 
lava rock, unpredictable surf, boat traffic and coral. All of which are 
intensified risks at night, in the dark. An injury could ruin your whole 
vacation and then some. It is not worth the risk. 

NEVER GO SWIMMING ALONE,  
ESPECIALLY NOT FROM ROCKY SHORES!

SECTION II: SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS
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There are 2 ways to visit the manta rays safely along the West Coast of the Big Island:

1. The 3 viewing areas are accessible via boat only due to the lava-rock shoreline. 
2. At Manta Ray Advocates, we are the only activity provider offering a manta ray swim with access from a  
    private sandy beach (no boat required).

mantarayadvocates.com/manta-ray-viewing-sites-kona-hawaii

https://mantarayadvocates.com/manta-ray-viewing-sites-kona-hawaii


You will have a high level of supervision during the activity; if you book with a green-listed activity 
provider (see page 18).

SNORKELERS have a professional lifeguard with a maximum 10:1 ratio per chaperon and a raft 
to hold onto. Please DO NOT rely too heavily on the crew... be prudent and know how to swim, 
practice snorkeling, and use a mask, snorkel and fins.

SCUBA DIVERS are led by a professional divemaster to and from the dive site. Practice with your 
gear, or rent from a local shop before you arrive in Hawaii. Schedule a pool or day dive to refresh 
your skills with the basics. Be a qualified, not just a certified diver. 

DO THIS FOR SAFETY REASONS.  PREPARE.

SECTION II: SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS

HOW SAFE IS IT TO
SWIM WITH MANTA RAYS?

WHAT ABOUT SHARKS?

We have not seen any predatory sharks 
during our collective 50+ years of diving 
with the Kona mantas! If sharks were 
attracted to the dive sites, we would have 
seen them by now.
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Ocean conditions can sometimes be rough and because this activity is conducted at night, people 
tend to get seasick much more easily. 

Seasickness is easy to prevent. If you haven’t been on or in the ocean at night at least twice before 
(for more than an hour), we strongly recommend using seasick medication or herbs like ginger to 
prevent and treat motion sickness. We also recommend eating a light meal beforehand. Consult with 
a physician before taking any medication or herbal supplements.

Once you leave the dock for a boat tour, you are committed to 
the full duration of the trip. If someone does get sick, they have to 
tough it out. That is why it is so important to prevent this.

We want you to enjoy this activity, not survive it; just like this 
celebrity!

14

WHAT ABOUT
SEASICKNESS?

SECTION II: SWIMMING WITH MANTA RAYS

Singer Robbie Williams and his family came to swim with us 
and the manta rays in 2019 and had a blast!

https://mantarayadvocates.com/celebrity-joins-manta-experience/
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BOOKING YOUR ADVENTURE



WHEN IS THE BEST TIME
TO SEE THE MANTA R AYS?

We are extremely fortunate that the resident population of manta rays roams the Kona 
Coast all year long and tours are offered throughout the year. 

However, while sunny Hawaii is paradise all year round, the late spring, summer and early fall 
are the best times to experience the manta rays. This is mostly because the ocean conditions 
are the most favorable during these times. 

Tour operators have the greatest number of canceled charters during the winter months 
(December to mid-March). The most common reasons for the cancellation of activity are 
strong winds and rough ocean conditions due to swells. 

We recommend to book early in your vacation so 
that you have a chance to reschedule in the event 
of a cancellation.

SECTION III: BOOKING YOUR ADVENTURE

ocean conditions
are outside

anyone’s control!
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SHOULD WE SWIM WITH
MANTAS AT NIGHT OR IN DAYLIGHT?

SECTION III: BOOKING YOUR ADVENTURE

As mentioned before, the lights attract plankton - that’s the reason why commercial 
operators can only offer manta ray tours at night.  
 
Through the process of conditioning, the Kona mantas have learned that lights mean an 
abundance of their food source. 

The probability to see at least one manta ray during the activity is very high (over 70%), 
but it’s is also a good idea to check with the activity providers if mantas have been sighted 
prior to your booking due to the cyclical nature of plankton amounts. 
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BOOK WITH A 
GREEN-LISTED TOUR OPER ATOR

Industry Standards specific to the Manta Ray Activity 
in Kona, Hawaii were created in 2013 so that tour 
operators would have guidelines.

The Green List of Activity Providers identifies the 
companies that follow the standards.

More Info:  
https://www.hawaiioceanwatch.org/manta-greenlist/

SHOULD WE SWIM WITH
MANTAS AT NIGHT OR IN DAYLIGHT?

SECTION III: BOOKING YOUR ADVENTURE

TO BE ON THE MANTA R AY GREEN LIST
AN ACTIVITY PROVIDER MUST:

1. DO NO HARM or present a hazardous environment to the manta rays.

2. PRIORITIZE SAFETY by having medical first responders on scene, an emergency plan and equipment 
on hand to manage a medical emergency independently.

3. DO NO HARM to the aquatic environment (coral reef).

4. FOLLOW established Operator Standards. These outline the reasonable and prudent way to conduct 
the activity.

5. EDUCATE visitors on appropriate passive interaction with the creatures.

As a consumer, use your power and help us protect the rays and increase the safety of all involved by 
booking ONLY with green-listed companies.

In addition, help the cause by promoting the Green List of Activity Providers on travel review sites.  This 
is so important. You are the key to this working. Review and tell others this list exists!
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WHEN DO I MAKE
MY RESERVATION?

Make reservations early! Demand is high and choosing from over 50 different activity providers 
feels overwhelming. Compare because not all activity providers offer the same level of service and 
safety.

Visitors who wait until the last minute to schedule this activity may find the green-listed activity 
providers are fully booked and they either can’t go swimming with manta rays, or they’ll be forced 
to go with an operator who doesn’t meet their standards or expectations. 

You will get what you pay for: a competent provider offering a safe and sustainable experience is 
well worth the money. Don’t budget on this one: help us support sustainable manta ray tourism.

SECTION III: BOOKING YOUR ADVENTURE
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SECTION IV

PREPARING FOR YOUR

MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE



Diving down at a manta ray frightens them just as much as touching. 
They interpret it as an attack and flee the area. This again teaches them 
that humans are a threat. There must be an open water column for the 
mantas to maneuver safely. 

SNORKELERS - STAY ON THE SURFACE!  
DIVERS - STAY ON THE BOTTOM! 

Touching removes a protective coating from the manta’s body leaving 
them vulnerable to infection. They also seem to be frightened by 
physical contact, and will swim away quickly, sometimes colliding with 
people or objects. In addition, the more they are touched, the less they 
will gather to feed. If they don’t feel safe, they will change their behavior 
to avoid us. Nothing good comes from touching! 

SECTION IV: PREPARING FOR YOUR MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE

ARE THERE GUIDELINES FOR
PASSIVE INTERACTION WITH MANTAS?

YES! 

1.  DO NOT TOUCH 
     THE MANTA RAYS!

2.  NO FREE DIVING!

3.  FOLLOW YOUR 
     GUIDE’S LEAD!

21mantarayadvocates.com/guidelines-for-interacting-with-manta-rays/

https://mantarayadvocates.com/guidelines-for-interacting-with-manta-rays/


HOW MUCH DO I
TIP THE CREW?

SECTION IV: PREPARING FOR YOUR MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE

Most boat crews are trained professionals – many have CPR, AED, lifeguard and SCUBA 
training. They work very hard to make your Manta Ray Experience the best it can be. 
People often say, “That is the most incredible experience I have ever had!” and then they 
completely bypass the crew’s tip jar. 

Wages are typically low for these types of jobs while living expenses in Hawaii are very 
high. $5 or $10 per person in your party for the crew is a tangible way to say Mahalo 
(Hawaiian for “Thank you”) and very much appreciated by the crew.

 
Side note: No sand on boats! 
Rinse the beach away before boarding. 
Some captains require you to remove 
your footwear before entering the vessel.
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WHAT EQUIPMENT
DO I NEED?

SECTION IV: PREPARING FOR YOUR MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE

mantarayadvocates.com/snorkeling-and-diving-equipment

You’re entering the open ocean at night: leaving 
the human comfort zone, the place of constant 
air supply. This is a new setting that requires 
multitasking.

The single most important task to master (besides 
knowing on how to swim) is to be comfortable with 
the equipment.

A snorkeler needs a mask, snorkel and fins; a scuba 
diver will add the buoyancy compensator device 
(BCD) and regulator.

Use a swim shirt (also known as rash guard) or a 
neoprene wetsuit. Although the water temperature 
is between 75-81°F (24-28°C), you are not moving 
much during the activity and it can be chilly after 30-
40 minutes in the water.

Renting equipment is usually included in the price 
of the tour, but some boat operators might charge 
extra for it. It’s best to check with them. If you 
prefer, bring your own gear. 

Always use fins. Fins will help you to get from Point 
A to B. Even if you think you are close to the boat, 
you still have to swim. Fins make it much easier and 
SAFER.

https://mantarayadvocates.com/snorkeling-and-diving-equipment/


MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE
CHECKLIST

SECTION IV: PREPARING FOR YOUR MANTA RAY EXPERIENCE

SWEATSHIRT 

BOTTLED WATER

SUNGLASSES

SWIMSUIT

LIGHT RAIN JACKET 









 

SEASICK MEDICATION! 

TOWEL

SNORKEL OR SCUBA EQUIPMENT

SWIM SHIRT / WETSUIT

CERTIFICATION CARD (FOR DIVERS)
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MantaRayMeditations.com MantaRayExperience.com MantaAdvocatesHawaii.com

MORE MANTA RAY LOVE!
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Manta rays are beautiful and majestic animals that have a life-changing effect on 
people who meet them. We’ve only just begun to uncover their many mysteries. 

But manta rays are becoming threatened and could even face extinction if nothing 
improves. Ocean pollution, badly regulated tourism activities and prejudices about 
the gentle giants of the sea do nothing to help that. 

We’re James and Martina Wing, and we’re the driving forces behind Manta Ray 
Advocates. We want to reach as many people as possible to raise awareness and 
spread knowledge about manta rays. 

If you come and visit the Big Island of Hawaii, we’d love to take you on a moonlight 
swim with the mantas so you can experience them in person - which really is a life-
changing adventure.

50+ years of combined manta ray field experience 

Professional Underwater Photographers

Founders of Hawaii Ocean Watch
•  a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization

james L. Wing martina S. Wing
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“People protect what they love. 
J A C Q U E S  Y V E S  C O U S T E A U
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