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About this guide 
 Our hope is that using this guide will help you enjoy the beauty and 
wonder of the ocean during your trip to Kovalam Beach.  We have tried to 
examine and provide information on the most readily accessible snorkeling 
sites of this area.  This guide is not meant to be comprehensive nor final.  If 
you visit an interesting site, find a new fish, or want to make a comment, 
please send us a letter. 
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Introduction  
Kovalam Beach is a relaxing area from which to explore southern 

India.  However, little is known about the underwater habitats offshore of this 
famous beach.  We hope that this guide will provide you with enough 
information to begin your exploration. 

The offshore habitats can be divided into two main types:  sandy and 
rocky.  Sandy habitats are generally not very interesting for snorkeling and 
are not discussed in this guide.  On the other hand, there are several places 
along the beach where rocky promontories plunge into the ocean and provide 
shelter for many interesting sea creatures. 

Each site highlighted in this guide is designated as recommended 
either for beginners or more advanced snorkelers.  The beginner sites can be 
reached from shore while the more advanced require boat access.  As 
beginners gain more confidence in their snorkeling, advanced sites can be 
attempted.  The main criterion for designating sites as advanced was water 
depth, distance from shore, and potential for hazard in case of rough weather 
or strong currents. 

Most sites are hazardous during rough weather, but some more so 
than others.  The Southwest Monsoon sets in during May/June and causes 
rough seas until October.  Snorkeling should not be attempted during this 
time except at the Main Breakwall site which is protected from large ocean 
waves.  Always keep in mind your safety.  Snorkelers should never visit sites 
alone and should assess potential hazards before entering the water.  The 
main hazards are 1) waves which can drive snorkelers into sharp rocks, 2) 
currents which can take snorkelers out to sea, and 3) physical exhaustion 
which can lead to drowning.  It is thus highly recommended that offshore sites 
designated as advanced be visited by using local boat services. 

A large part of the fun will be your boat trip!  The local boats are 
generally made from several pieces of lumber tied together.  You will need to 
negotiate a price, but it should not be more than Rs 200 per person per trip.  
This appears to be a standard asking rate, but can be negotiated down.  As 
snorkeling gains more popularity and thus yields more economic benefits to 
these fisherman, there will be a greater incentive to protect these habitats 
from destruction.  Boats can be found for hire at the promontory between 
Lighthouse and Hawah Beaches (marked B on the map), or near the Ashok 
Beach sites (marked 3 and 4 on the map). 

Mask, fins, and snorkel can be rented from a few of the boat 
operators.  Ask at your hotel if you can't find anyone who has any equipment 
to rent.  However, if you plan to snorkel a lot, you will likely want to bring 
your own gear.  You may not find your size or level of comfort locally.  

Enjoy your stay and let us know if you make any new discoveries 
that should be added to the next revision of this guide. 

 
 



 
 

Site descriptions 
Samudra Beach sites 
Samudra Beach Rocks (Site 1) - Beginner 

This site is located offshore of the southern end of the rocky 
promontory that separates Samudra Beach from Kovalam Beach proper.  The 
site can be reached one of two ways.  The easiest entry point is to take the 
road towards Ashok Beach hotel.  At the entrance to the hotel, turn to the 
right and follow the road past the convention center.  The road will narrow 
and become dirt.  Go past the mosque and the small rocky outcropping (Small 
Rocks -Site 2) until you reach a larger rocky promontory.  Enter the water 
directly next to the rocky promontory and swim offshore.  The rocks begin 5 
m offshore and extend to approximately 20 m offshore.  You will also see a 
small beach within the rocky promontory which can serve as a good 
landmark, as the rocks begin offshore of this small beach and spread south 
about 10-15 m towards the Ashok Beach hotel.  The water here is 2-5 m deep.   

Alternatively, one can take the road to Samudra beach and enter the 
water at the beach between the man-made breakwall and the rocky 
promontory.  This entails a longer swim around the promontory over sand and 
should only be attempted by very strong swimmers. 
 The site consists of large granite rocks covered with algae.  Some 
rocks are small in size (1-2 m diameter), while others are quite large (3 m x 8 
m).  There is also one area which has vertical relief of 2 m.  The rocks are 
separated by sand, but one can easily see from one rock to the next.  There is 
one solitary rock close inshore and north of this site which protrudes past the 
surface. There are a few solitary anemones and sponges among the algae. 
 Fish at this site are mostly small, but some species can be seen in 
schools of 11-100 individuals.  The most abundant fish of this type is the 
Sergeant Major, followed by the yellowspot goatfish, smallscaled terapon, 
and the spotted scat.  Large yellowfin surgeonfish can be observed swimming 
over the sand.  A honeycomb moray was seen hiding in one of the crevices. 
 
Small Rocks (Site 2) - Beginner 

The rocky area on the beach extends into the ocean to form this 
small site.  It can be reached similarly to Samudra Beach Rocks from the road 
to Ashok Beach Hotel.  The water at this site is 1-2 m deep and can be rough 
due to its inshore and shallow nature.  Fish life is similar to the Samudra 
Beach Rocks site. 
 
Ashok Beach Hotel sites 
 Follow signs on the main road to Kovalam Beach towards the Ashok 
Beach Hotel.  Turn down the road to the right of the hotel towards the 
mosque.  Pass the Rajiv Gandhi Convention Center on your left. From this 
point, there are two ways that these sites can be reached - one convenient and 
expensive, the other less convenient and free.  Directly after the convention 



 
 

center on the left is the watersports recreation area of the Ashok Beach Hotel.  
For those not staying at the hotel, this area can be used for Rs 165.  Within 
this area are changing rooms, towel service, and shaded beach umbrellas with 
chairs (all included in the cost).  This area of the beach is also off-limits to the 
various fruit and sarong hawkers.  The sites can be reached directly from this 
beach.  If you do not want to pay for entrance here, simply go past this private 
beach about 50 meters and enter from the public area.  The physical feature 
defining this area is the rocky promontory on which the Ashok Beach Hotel 
stands. 
 
Ashok Beach Shallow (Site 3) - Beginner 

The rocky area directly offshore of the watersports recreation area is 
shallow (1-2 m) and an easy snorkel when seas are calm.  Due to the depth, if 
there is any wave action at all, visibility will be reduced.  This site consists of 
algae and mussel covered rocks.  Some of the rocks are encrusted with 
crustose corraline algae (a pinkish colored, hard algae), sponges, and a very 
small amount of coral (Favites sp.).  There are numerous spiny urchins which 
can prove hazardous if there is any wave action. 

This site has an abundance of porcupinefish hiding among the rocks.  
Butterflyfish and damselfish are also particulary diverse and abundant. 
 
Ashok Beach Deep (Site 4) - Advanced 

This site is located offshore of the Ashok Beach Shallow site.  The 
water here is deeper (5-7m) and consists of larger rocks covered in mussels 
with encrusting crustose corraline algae and sponges.  There are also 
numerous small, solitary anemones.  This site also usually has some fishing 
boats looking for their daily catch.  Make sure they are not using dynamite 
before you go out to the site!  It is suggested that you make use of the boat 
service offered by locals to visit this site.  It will provide rest for a weary 
snorkeler, not to mention helping the local economy.  This is the largest 
snorkeling area of all the sites.  On a calm day, it is highly recommended. 
 Damselfish and surgeonfish are diverse and abundant at this site.  
You will also see snappers, grunts, and likely a grouper or two. 
 
The Lighthouse sites 
 There are two main sites to visit near the lighthouse.  In general, this 
area receives heavy wave action.  Thus it is prudent to evaluate the sites from 
a vantage point on the rocky promontory above them or from the beach near 
them, prior to entry into the water. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Lighthouse Shallow (Site 5) - Beginner 
This site can be reached from Lighthouse Beach by entering the 

water from the point on the beach nearest the lighthouse promontory.  This 
area consists of granite rocks with varying vertical relief.  Closer to the 
promontory, the rocks are higher relief and generally covered with oysters.  
Further offshore from the promontory, the rocks are more deeply buried in the 
sand and covered with more algae, the occasional sponge, solitary anemone 
and even an encrusting coral.  This site is more protected from the waves, but 
care is still needed close to the promontory.  
 Fish life here is quite diverse.  The snorkeler is greeted by schools of 
goldenring bristletooths and Sergeant Majors.  There are a number of very 
colorful small fish, including many damselfish, butterflyfish, and the Moorish 
idol.  Other interesting fish include puffers, porcupinefish, and the occasional 
school of jacks.  The school of Vanikoro sweeper found here are also worth 
seeing. 
 
Lighthouse Deep (Site 6) - Advanced 

Local boat rental is strongly recommended to access this site as it is 
a long swim and there is a significant chance of injury if there is any wave 
action present.  This part of the lighthouse promontory consists of large 
granite rocks in about 5-7 m depth.  These rocks are covered with oysters and 
do not exhibit significant algae growth. On a calm day, this can be quite a 
nice snorkel! 
 Fish life is diverse, with large schools of goldring bristletooths and 
Sergeant Majors foraging in the water column.  You may also see schools of 
jacks swimming through the site.  The highest diversity at this site can be 
found among the large rocks located directly offshore of the lighthouse, 
perpendicular to the shoreline. Especially interesting are the Moorish idols 
and puffers. 
 
Vizhijam Harbor sites 
 Vizhijam Harbor is divided into two sections which must be 
accessed from different roads.  To reach the Main Breakwall site, continue on 
the road from Trivandrum past the turnoff for Kovalam Beach, including 
Ashok Beach Hotel.  The next road to the right has a small, blue sign with a 
red lighthouse on it indicating to follow that road to the lighthouse.  This road 
ends at the harbor.  
 To arrive at the Small Breakwall site, do not turn right at the sign for 
the lighthouse.  Continue on past the Central Marine Fisheries Research 
Institute's aquarium (worth a short visit) and then take the next major road to 
the right.  This road ends at the breakwater on the side of the harbor opposite 
the Main Breakwall site. 
 
 



 
 

Main Breakwall (Site 7) - Beginner 
This site is the most accessible of all the sites and the only one that 

can be snorkeled during rough seas.  The site consists of a breakwater made 
of prefabricated concrete blocks that look like pieces of the children's game 
called "jacks."  The inner, protected portion of the breakwater consists of  
algae covered rocks and the prefabricated concrete "jacks."  While this does 
not sound alluring, this site has the highest fish and invertebrate diversity and 
offers easy entry into the water.  At the end of the breakwater is an office 
enclosed by a fence.   This used to house a project trying to extract energy 
from wave motion.  Now it is a desalination project.  You can enter the water 
from the end of the breakwater or alternatively, mid-way along the concrete 
structure.  You will have to climb down some large rocks, but the entry is 
quite easy.  Depth is about 1-2 m right next to the breakwater.  At the end of 
the breakwater near the desalination office, the bottom slopes to 
approximately 7-10 m.  The closer you get to the mosque, the shallower the 
bottom becomes until there is only sand offshore of the breakwater.  It was 
not possible to survey the outside of the breakwall due to heavy seas, so fish 
life and safety on the seaward portion of the breakwall is unknown.  It is also 
not recommended that you snorkel outside the breakwall due to boat traffic 
from the harbor. 
 This site has a high diversity of invertebrates.  Large pencil urchins, 
sea lilies (crinoids), hydroids, and sea cucumbers can be seen here.  Be 
careful close to the breakwater as the sea urchins are quite numerous.  Small 
coral heads and encrusting corals can be observed sporadically.  The fish 
diversity here is quite high for the area, with surgeonfish and damselfish 
being the most abundant.  A number of species were observed here that were 
not seen at other sites, especially wrasses. 
 
Small Breakwall (Site 8) - Advanced 

This breakwater is smaller and more exposed than the Main 
Breakwall site.  The inner harbor portion of this breakwater has larger boats 
moored and is used for refueling.  It is not recommended that you snorkel on 
this side due to the boat traffic as well as fuel leakage into the water.  The 
outer, exposed side of the breakwater has a similar type of habitat as Main 
Breakwater, but fewer invertebrates were observed.  The site also tends to 
have larger rocks with more mussles and oysters attached.  The fish fauna is 
similar,  but not as diverse. 



 
 

  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7, 8 


