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On my first trip to Belize, I immediately hopped on a connecting flight to Ambergris Caye. As fate would have it, the plane was full and I was seated next to the pilot. In a matter of minutes, the cockpit views of Belize’s Caribbean coastline overshadowed my angst about flying in a puddle jumper. Surrounded by a vast expanse of sapphire and jade—sea and reef—we soared over one speck of land after another. Mangrove clumps gave way to larger plots brimming with white sand and coconut trees, beckoning from our windows. Years later, these aerial views still take my breath away.
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Belize’s cayes are everyone’s deserted island fantasy come true. While the Belize Barrier Reef is the country’s best-known asset, first-timers miss many of the islands winding along its 180 miles. More than 200 islands are scattered along the country’s shoreline, north to south. They range from uninhabited plots to at least 20 coral isles offering cozy cabanas, postcard-worthy beaches, and utter seclusion. Others, like Laughingbird National Park, a World Heritage Site, are protected swoops of sand where park rangers stand ready to receive day-trippers.

The northern cayes are the most visited—Ambergris being the only caye with paved roads and cars—not least for offering a wide array of tourist amenities and proximity to Belize City. Those who venture off the tourist trail and head south, just an additional one- to two-hour journey, are rewarded with the most spectacular Caribbean scenery. Tobacco Caye’s rustic, overwater cabanas, Ranguana Caye’s charming cottages, and Glover’s Reef’s adventure camp sites are just a handful of idyllic island getaways. Meanwhile, renting an entire caye is a distinct possibility on French Louie Caye or remote Lime Caye, among others.


  [image: Image]



A stone’s throw from the cayes, a symbolic white line of surf signals the reef’s entrance—a happy sight for divers and snorkelers who find their bliss in marine reserves teeming with giant corals, sponges, and colorful critters.

Regardless of your chosen island, days are spent alfresco: kayaking, sailing, fishing, feasting on fresh catch, swimming alongside rays and turtles, gazing at magnificent frigatebirds hovering in blue skies. Or mastering the art of dolce far niente: the sweetness of doing nothing.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Northern Cayes

This group of islands is the most visited part of Belize. Ambergris Caye lures with swanky beach resorts, endless bars, and plentiful restaurants. Caye Caulker, just down the reef, offers a less dizzying pace with an authentic, Caribbean vibe and opportunities for snorkeling at The Split or at its own local reserve, when you’re not viewing manatees at nearby Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary. The northern atolls of Turneffe Islands and Lighthouse Reef Atoll offer spectacular wall diving, beautiful beaches and bird life, and Belize’s iconic, great Blue Hole.
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  Caye Caulker



Southern Coast and Southern Cayes

Those who make it south will face the quandary of selecting from a dozen or more gorgeous cayes to stay on or visit for the day, as well as deciding on mainland stopovers for extra culture, beach, and rainforest adventures. Dangriga is the center of Belize’s Garífuna population, with an Afro-Caribbean beat, cultural and outdoor activities, and a strategic location on the coast for trips to nearby South Water Caye Marine Reserve and Glover’s Reef Atoll for spectacular snorkeling and diving. It’s also a short drive to Billy Barquedier National Park. Just down the coast; lazy Hopkins has long stretches of beach and plenty of dining and accommodation options, including a strong Garífuna vibe. Farther south, the Placencia Peninsula is the home to 16 miles of “barefoot perfect” beaches and the low-key, albeit touristy village of Placencia. Off the coast are marine reserves teeming with marinelife—including Laughingbird Caye National Park (a World Heritage Site) and Gladden Spit, where whale sharks congregate every year. Also under an hour away from Placencia, the southern Silk Cayes and Ranguana Caye are hard to beat, with powdery white sands and idyllic scenes straight out of a Caribbean postcard. To top it all off, the surrounding Stann Creek District offers some of the best hiking in Belize, including Mayflower Bocawina National Park, in the Maya Mountains, and the world’s only jaguar preserve, Cockscomb Basin Sanctuary.
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Punta Gorda and the Deep South

Few visitors get off the beaten path and into the “deep south” of Belize. But Punta Gorda and its surroundings offer all of Belize in one area: cayes and reef, ruins and caves, rainforests and rivers. A mere 30 minutes from the coast, the Snake Cayes offer top-notch snorkeling or diving in the protected Port Honduras Marine Reserve, while the remote and most uncrowded islands in Belize, the Sapodilla Cayes—considered a World Heritage Site—are home to two of Belize’s most beautiful white sand coral beaches at Lime Caye and Hunting Caye, where you can stay in cabanas or pitch a tent and explore pristine, giant corals minutes offshore, a place where rays and turtles roam daily. On the mainland, hop on the cacao trail and glimpse life in a Mayan village, or take a private drumming lesson at one of the Garífuna drum schools. The archaeological site of Lubaantun begs exploring, as do the beautiful waterfalls at Río Blanco National Park and Blue Creek Cave.

Stopover in Belize City

Often skipped by travelers, Belize City is nonetheless the hub of Belizean city life and transport. Boats depart daily to the northern cayes, and domestic airlines connect to the rest of the country. The city is also the heart of Belize’s colonial past and of the Creole culture. A few historic sights, such as the Museum of Belize and the Fort George area, make it worth a quick half-day visit, at a minimum. Whether or not you appreciate the city’s unique grit and Caribbean texture, on your way through don’t miss nearby attractions like The Belize Zoo, the Community Baboon Sanctuary, and Altun Ha.


When to Go


High season is mid-December through May, which is considered the “dry season.” Sunny skies and lush vegetation dominate throughout the country during the North American winter. It can change, however. November can be dry and sunny, while December, January, and even February have played host to wet cold fronts that either blow right through or sit around for days. The weather has become more unpredictable each year, as in most places in the world. And when you’re visiting the cayes, weather is critical.

June, July, and August technically form the rainy season, which may mean just a quick afternoon shower or rain for days. This also means significantly discounted accommodations. August is most popular with European backpackers, while December and February are dominated by North Americans. Some tourism businesses shut down completely during the month of September and part of October, the peak of hurricane season.

Your best bet? Be prepared for clouds or sun at any time of year. A week of stormy weather may ruin a vacation planned solely around diving, but it could also provide the perfect setting for exploring the beaches, culture, or inland attractions surrounding each mainland jump-off point.

Before You Go

Passports and Visas

You must have a passport that is valid for the duration of your stay in Belize. You may be asked at the border (or airport immigration) to show a return ticket or ample money to leave the country. You do not need a visa if you are a British Commonwealth subject or a citizen of Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Mexico, Spain, Switzerland, Tunisia, Turkey, the United States, or Uruguay. Visitors for purposes other than tourism must obtain a visa.

Vaccinations

Technically, a certificate of vaccination against yellow fever is required for travelers aged older than one year arriving from an affected area, though immigration officials rarely, if ever, ask to see one.

In general, your routine vaccinations—tetanus, diphtheria, measles, mumps, rubella, and polio—should be up to date. Hepatitis A vaccine is recommended for all travelers over age two and should be given at least two weeks (preferably four weeks or more) before departure. Typhoid and rabies vaccines are recommended for those headed for rural areas.

Transportation

The majority of travelers arrive in Belize by air at Philip Goldson International Airport, nine miles outside Belize City. From the airport, short domestic connections are available to mainland coastal areas, such as Dangriga, Placencia, or Punta Gorda, via Tropic Air or Maya Island Air. A few travelers fly into Cancún as a cheaper back door to Belize; once there, they board a bus or rent a car and head south through the Yucatán Peninsula to reach Belize, or catch a bus and a boat over to the northern cayes.

Belize is small and extremely manageable, especially if you fly a domestic airline from tiny airstrip to tiny airstrip. You can also get around by rental car, taxi, or bus, which is most affordable. Another option is to let your resort or lodge arrange your airport transfers and all tours.

Water taxis are another way to get around in Belize, especially to and from Ambergris Caye and Caye Caulker and the mainland; there are regular daily routes between Belize City and these islands. For the southern cayes, resorts often include or arrange for round-trip transfers from the nearest mainland jump off point. Dive shops or tour operators have numerous scheduled day trips to the cayes and atolls from the mainland, particularly in the high season.


Best of the Belize Cayes


In five days, you can experience a few of Belize’s most beautiful islands. This itinerary includes self-guided activities, as well as some guided tours. Caye hopping can be a bit more costly than exploring overland, so feel free to use this itinerary as best fits your budget. One thing is certain: you won’t run out of islands to see or things to do!

Day 1

Arrive at Philip Goldson International Airport in Belize City. Hop on your connecting Tropic Air domestic puddle-jumper flight and fly to laid-back Caye Caulker. After dropping off your bags at the hotel, schedule a snorkel trip to Caye Caulker Marine Reserve for the next day, then watch the sunset at The Split and Lazy Lizard Bar, the island’s social headquarters. Continue on with dinner alfresco at Rose’s Grill and Bar. Pick your preferred fresh catch of the day and relax under a giant palapa.
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  morning view from Caye Caulker



Day 2

Today you’ll head out on a half-day morning snorkel trip to Caye Caulker’s shark ray alley, before hopping over to San Pedro. Swim and snorkel alongside a dozen or more nurse sharks and stingrays, among other marinelife, and admire coral gardens. Back on the island, grab your things and catch the early afternoon water taxi to bustling San Pedro. Spend the rest of the day walking around San Pedro Town, with plenty of opportunities to shop, eat, swim, barhop, and be merry. Grab a memorable seafood dinner at Caramba Restaurant and Bar or Creole specialties at Elvi’s Kitchen and end the night with drinks at the beachfront Señor Marlin’s Sports Bar. If you’re a night owl, continue on to Jaguar’s Temple nightclub.

Day 3

Catch the first water taxi back to Belize City, then head to Dangriga, in the Stann Creek District, by bus or car. Take in the spectacular scenery along the Hummingbird Highway. Once in Dangriga, settle in and then take an afternoon trip to Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary, where you can hike through the jungle past fresh jaguar tracks and chill in waterfalls under a green canopy. End the night with a fancy dinner back in Dangriga at Pelican Beach Resort.

Days 4-5

Catch a water taxi to Tobacco Caye or South Water Caye for diving along steep walls and snorkeling the pristine southern Belize Barrier Reef. These islands are oh-so-stunning and romantic! Stay overnight at one of several resorts for the full experience, and don’t miss stargazing from your hammock. Catch your early boat transfer and flight back to Belize City’s international airport.
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  South Water Caye



Extend Your Stay

If you have 2-3 more days to spend in Belize, catch the first bus or drive down to Placencia Village. Check into your hotel and make next-day arrangements with Splash Dive Center for a couple of snorkeling or dive trips or an all-day relaxing island escape to the Silk Cayes or Laughingbird Caye National Park. Back in the village, relax on the beach at Tipsy Tuna—swim, nap on lounge chairs, sip on local cocktails, and take in the slow vibe. Lunch on-site and join locals for a sunset beach volleyball game. Go to dinner at the local Wendy’s Creole Restaurant and Bar or head up the peninsula to Maya Beach Hotel Bistro for beachfront fine dining. Back in the village, look out for some Garífuna drumming or other live music on the beach, at Barefoot Bar or Tipsy Tuna.

Spend the next day snorkeling, diving, fishing, beachcombing, and taking in a glorious, deserted island escape with an overnight on Ranguana Caye or Robert’s Caye. Avid divers and honeymooners should just head straight to Glover’s Reef for spectacular diving and utter seclusion.
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coral off Ranguana Caye




Best Diving and Snorkeling


Whether you’re an experienced scuba enthusiast or a novice snorkeler, there’s plenty to see and admire at all levels and depths along Belize’s great barrier reef.

Northern Cayes and Atolls

Three of Belize’s top dive sites are along the northern atolls of Lighthouse Reef and Turneffe. If you’re staying on Ambergris Caye or Caye Caulker, visiting these would mean a full-day trip, generally leaving around 7am and returning by 4pm If all you want to do is dive, avoid the distance and overnight at a resort on Turneffe Atoll.

Almost as popular as the Blue Hole, The Elbow on Turneffe Atoll is a steep drop-off going down to at least 100 feet, where you’ll see large gorgonians and sponges, schools of snappers, jacks, goliath groupers, and Belize’s unique species, the white spotted toadfish. Dolphins and eagle rays have also been spotted here.

Lighthouse Reef Atoll is a favorite for three good reasons. Long Caye Aquarium’s waters are a legendary royal blue, popping against a plethora of colorful fish, including the elusive spotted ray. Nearby, large stingrays, nurse sharks, turtles, and groupers thrive at Half Moon Caye Wall, where the occasional hammerhead shark roams. The infamous Blue Hole is the holy grail of diving, mostly due to its underground limestone formations at 100 feet. But you won’t see much marinelife if you’re diving, other than Caribbean reef sharks in the distance. Snorkelers will find plenty of fish to see, however, along the edges of the sinkhole.

Everyone will find their bliss at Hol Chan Marine Reserve, easily reached from the northern cayes or Belize City, but a less crowded and stunning alternative for snorkeling is Caye Caulker Marine Reserve, with its very own shark ray alley.
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dive shop on Caye Caulker




Southern Cayes and Glover’s Reef Atoll


More visitors are realizing that the south coast and its offshore cayes offer excellent and uncrowded dive and snorkeling opportunities. The options are limitless, with at least four nearby offshore marine reserves and the easternmost of the atolls, Glover’s Reef. All of these sites are a boat hop away from Dangriga, Hopkins, or Placencia.

If you can only get to one dive site, make the trip to Glover’s Reef Atoll. It’s one of the least-visited cluster of islands, with more than 20 dive sites and an incredible diversity in coral and critters—including reef fish, turtles, sharks, eels, and rays. Visibility is incredible, whether diving or snorkeling, even in poor weather. After the exploration, you can relax with a cocktail on some of the most beautiful powdery white-sand beaches along the atoll, from Long Caye to Southwest Caye.

The Silk Cayes and Laughingbird Caye are excellent picks for novice snorkelers or divers, as well as experienced ones. You’ll spot plenty of coral formations, marinelife that includes lemon sharks, turtles, lobster, eels, and other colorful fish. Right off the Silk Cayes is a shark, ray, and turtle alley not to be missed, where giant loggerhead turtles, manta rays, and lemon sharks congregate in one space.
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South Water Caye Marine Reserve’s steep wall dives are spectacular, and often missed by those who stick to the north. The reserve is home to schools of white spotted eagle rays, hawksbill turtles, green moray eels, and the gorgeous queen angelfish. Snorkelers will also be quite happy staying overnight on the island of South Water, one of the few spots in Belize where snorkeling from the beach is an option.

Gladden Spit is not to be missed for yearly whale shark dives, from March through June.

Deep South Cayes

Those fortunate enough to reach Belize’s deep southern edge and venture off the coast will find two marine reserves—Port Honduras and Sapodilla Cayes—with virtually crowd-free, crystal-clear waters abundant with giant corals, leaping eagle rays, permits, loggerhead turtles, and schools of giant barracuda in these most untouched parts of the Belize Barrier Reef.


Romantic Rendezvous

On the rise as a wedding and luxury honeymoon escape, Belize offers easy romance, but there are a few unique places and ways to experience the best of all its magic.

ROMANTIC LODGING

• Infinity pools, a beach, and all-around island glam await at Victoria House on Ambergris Caye. Opt for a beachfront thatch-roofed casita (click here).

• On Ambergris Caye, Tranquility Bay Resort offers seclusion along a beautiful swim-to-snorkel white-sand beach (click here).

• Dive or snorkel together daily while staying at Isla Marisol Resort on Glover’s Reef Atoll. Stargaze, camp out on the beach, or live it up in your seafront villa with views of the Belize Barrier Reef (click here).

FINE DINING

• Reserve a table for two at Habaneros on Caye Caulker, where you’ll dine on a candlelit porch to the sound of live Latin ballads (click here).

• Share a meal at the beachfront Blue Water Grill, where the breeze and waves drown out the otherwise bustling open dining room (click here).

• Opt for seclusion under tiki torches at the beachfront Barracuda Bar and Grill in Hopkins Village, where you should splurge on a five-course meal, toes buried in sand (click here).

• Indulge in fresh catch and unique eats like lobster wontons, before or after dipping in the pool or snuggling on the couch at Rojo Lounge on northern Ambergris Caye (click here).

• Head off the beaten San Pedro path and enjoy fine dining at Casa Picasso, set in a residential villa turned restaurant. Savor tapas and entrées in a dimly lit, cozy dining room with a romantic turn-of-the-20th-century feel (click here).

OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

• Catch a glorious sunset on Caye Caulker by kayaking a deux or hopping on a sunset boat ride. While watching the sun go down, enjoy the boat captain’s freshly made conch ceviche and sip on some bubbly (click here).

• Stop at Billy Barquedier National Park to enjoy the waterfalls and surrounding jade pool, sheltered by a verdant canope (click here).

• Head off the beaten path to Río Blanco National Park for a park experience without the crowds (click here).
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  Billy Barquedier National Park



SECLUDED ESCAPES

• Take it up a notch by renting an entire island for yourselves. Spend three blissful days in a wooden home on two-acre French Louie Caye, complete with a caretaker to cook your fresh catch. The sky-blue cottages on Ranguana Caye and its perfect blend of gin-clear seas and white sands are difficult to resist (click here).

• Get Lost off the deep southern tip of Belize by holing up in your wooden, reef-facing cabin on Lime Caye (click here).




Best Beaches


A coastline stretching along the Caribbean Sea and more than 20 offshore resort islands translates into enough beaches on and off the mainland to satisfy the most avid beach bum. The best stretches are found along Belize’s eastern and southern coasts, and on the southern cayes.

Best Mainland Beaches

• Hopkins: Located on the eastern coast of Belize, this five-mile-long stretch of beach, lined with coconut trees, locals’ clapboard homes, and colorful guesthouses, is perfect for morning walks or afternoon naps in the shade. In between swimming and beachcombing, experience Garífuna culture at its best by sampling dishes at Laruni Hati Beyabu Diner or Innie’s (click here).

• Placencia Village, Maya Beach, and Seine Bight: Stretching across three villages, the 16-mile-long Placencia Peninsula in southern Belize has been dubbed “barefoot perfect,” with thick, golden sand and clear water. Placencia Village’s wide beach is dotted with dynamic bars and eateries frequented by a good mix of travelers and locals, but the beach itself is rarely crowded. Seine Bight and Maya Beach are quieter, with powdery soft sands, upscale restaurants, and resorts (click here).
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  Placencia Village’s beach



Best Island Beaches

• Half Moon Caye: Located on the southeast corner of Lighthouse Reef Atoll, crescent-shaped Half Moon Caye has a stunning beach dotted with palm trees and endless views of the Caribbean (click here).

• South Water Caye Marine Reserve: Easily reached from Dangriga or Hopkins, this mile-long island is one of the few spots in Belize where you can actually swim from beach to reef. The best stretch belongs to Pelican Beach Resort (click here).

• Laughingbird Caye National Park and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve: These protected marine reserves are ideal for sunning and swimming in glorious Caribbean turquoise waters. Both are also popular snorkeling and dive spots (click here).

• Ranguana Caye: Day trips or overnight stays are welcome at this two-acre plot with a beautiful white-sand beach surrounded by shallow turquoise seas (click here).
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  white sand beach on Ranguana Caye



• Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve: Sapodilla Cayes’ Lime Caye and Hunting Caye have beautiful turtle-nesting beaches (Oct.-Apr.). You’ll likely be the only one burying your toes beneath the fine white sand (click here).

Best Beaches for Snorkeling

Snorkeling is an easy, fun pastime while in Belize. It’s not every day you get to be so close to the world’s second largest reef. While the best of Belize’s snorkel sites are offshore, there are still plenty of corals and colorful fish to see right off the following beaches.

• Tranquility Bay Resort: If you’re staying on the secluded north end of Ambergris, you’ll benefit from this location inside the Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve, which translates into snorkeling heaven right off the beach (click here).

• South Water Caye: When you manage to leave that beach chair, swim right offshore to reach the nearby reef. South Water is one of the few islands where snorkeling from your resort’s beach is an added bonus (click here).

• Tarpon Caye: This fishing lodge happens to have spectacular corals and some of the Caribbean’s best critters just under a five-minute swim away from shore. I was stunned by the abundant marinelife here, including permits, barracuda, schools of jacks, and grunts (click here).


Wildlife Spotting

Filled with national parks and wildlife reserves, Belize is home to an estimated 145 species of mammals, 139 species of reptiles, and at least 500 species of birds, many of which can be spotted along the cayes. An island vacation doesn’t mean missing out on any of the wildlife—here is what to look out for both inland and offshore.

• Half Moon Caye National Monument: In addition to managing Belize’s protected areas and wildlife reserves, the Belize Audubon Society can arrange tours to top birding hotspot Half Moon Caye National Monument, on Lighthouse Reef Atoll (click here).

• The Northern Cayes: Birders can explore the shores for unique species on Caye Caulker’s Northern Mangrove Forest Reserve and Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve (click here and click here).
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  Caye Caulker has more than 100 species of birds.



• The Southern Cayes: Egrets, osprey, herons, pelicans, and other species roam daily over the southern cayes, from the Ranguana Cayes to South Water and the Sapodilla Cayes (click here).

• Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary: Increase your chance of an encounter—even if rare—with a jaguar, puma, ocelot, margay, or tapir with a day’s hike or overnight stay. Cockscomb is easily Belize’s most stunning rainforest park, with the most beautiful waterfall cascade at Tiger Fern (click here).

• Man-O-War Caye: Hundreds of magnificent frigates nest and hover over this tiny mangrove plot and bird sanctuary, in addition to brown boobies (click here).

• Mayflower Bocawina National Park: Often overlooked, this park is an uncrowded outdoor haven offering over 7,100 acres of lush rainforest in which to spot hundreds of bird species, including toucans and parrots, as well as howler monkeys, deer, coatimundis, tapirs, and wild cats like the ocelot. When you’re done wildlife watching, cool off in one of five waterfalls (click here).

• Río Blanco National Park: Beautiful butterflies flutter away in Punta Gorda’s pristine park (click here).

• The Community Baboon Sanctuary: Spot howler monkeys, birds, iguanas, and armadillos at this sanctuary in Bermuda Landing, less than an hour’s drive from Belize City (click here).




Underwater Guide


Stretching 180 miles along Belize’s coast, from Bacalar Chico in the north all the way south to the Sapodilla Cayes, the Belize Barrier Reef continues to be a diving and snorkeling paradise. It’s also the most abundant section of the Mesoamerican Reef System, which extends from Mexico to Honduras and has been described by National Geographic as “half the length of its famous Australian counterpart but in many ways more remarkable.”

It’s not surprising then, that Belize’s waters are teeming with a rich underwater life. Approximately 70 hard coral species, 36 soft coral species, over 300 species of fish, and hundreds of invertebrates call these waters home. Nine protected marine reserves and an intricate system of various habitats allow these hundreds of creatures to thrive.
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Divers will find guaranteed bliss off the magnificent coral atolls, while snorkelers can spot rays, turtles, and other fish directly off a caye’s shores and in marine reserves. Whether you’re a beginner or certified underwater aficionado, Belize’s splendid down under is sure to impress. Here are the main Caribbean critters you’ll encounter, north to south. The good news is, you don’t have to be a diver to see them all.

Manatees

These “gentle giants of the sea” can reach between 600 and 1,200 pounds, and move ever so gracefully across the waters, rising to the surface in intervals to breathe. Belize is considered the last stronghold for the endangered West Indian manatee. In 2012, aerial surveys of Turneffe Atoll and Belize’s coastline revealed 507 manatees. It’s estimated that the global population of this species is less than 2,500.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

While swimming with manatees is prohibited, you can hop on manatee-watching tours. You’re likely to see them on a trip along Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary or off Caye Caulker Marine Reserve, particularly during the summer. Manatees also inhabit Placencia Lagoon, and you may come across one during a boat ride off the Placencia coast and on the way to southern cayes.


Sea Turtles


Three species of sea turtles are commonly found in Belize: the loggerhead, the green turtle, and the hawksbill. Their protected status for the past 12 years has resulted in more sightings for happy snorkelers and divers. They roam slowly in shallow coastal waters, lagoons, and open sea. But don’t be surprised to notice that they are capable of fast speeds, over 20 miles an hour, especially if you attempt to follow them too closely.
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  loggerhead turtle swimming over corals at Trick Ridge, South Water Caye.



WHERE TO SEE THEM

When and where you’ll spot these various species of turtles will depend on several factors, including time of year, although they are quite easy to spot while exploring the southern parts of the reef. Generally, your chances of seeing green sea turtles are high at Hol Chan Marine Reserve, Long Caye Aquarium, and Glover’s Reef. Loggerhead turtles can be seen off Glover’s Reef or in the Silk Cayes’ very own shark and turtle alley. The best places to spot hawksbill turtles are Half Moon Caye Wall, the South Water Caye Marine Reserve, and off Hunting Caye. There are several designated turtle-nesting beaches, including at Half Moon Caye, Lime Caye, Hunting Caye, Hatchet Caye, Carrie Bow Caye, and northern Ambergris Caye. Nesting season is from June through October.
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  diver cruising alongside coral reef at South Water Caye Marine Reserve



Rays

Swimming alongside rays can be a little intimidating at first, but these are harmless creatures, as long as you leave them undisturbed. They are in abundance in Belize, home to the southern stingray, the manta ray, and the spotted eagle ray.

The southern stingray can reach up to five feet across, with a long and thin tail outfitted with venomous barbs 4-8 inches long. The elusive spotted eagle rays are mesmerizing; their glorious wing-like appendages allow them to move quickly and give them the appearance of flying through the sea. Their numerous white spots dramatically contrast with the sea wall’s clear and deep blues. The spotted eagle ray has a longer tail equipped with up to five barbed spines. Its wingspan can reach up to five feet. They are considered threatened and are often hunted by sharks.
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  a school of spotted eagle rays at South Water Caye.



Manta rays have a wingspan reaching up to 20 feet and are often seen leaping in and out of the water up to 10 feet high.

Tip: When entering the water from the beach, particularly off the cayes, be sure to do the “stingray shuffle”—slowly rub the sandy bottom as you enter, in order not to startle any rays that may be resting on the sea floor, where they usually sit when not swimming.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Get a close glimpse of southern stingrays on a trip to Hol Chan Marine Reserve, ideal for beginner and advanced snorkelers. Caye Caulker Marine Reserve also has its very own stingray alley, where you’ll be surrounded by southern stingrays—a thrill for both adults and young ones. You’ll spot them rushing towards the boat as it arrives, as they’re used to the daily visits and feedings. In the south, southern stingrays and spotted eagle rays are a likely sight at Gladden Spit, Parrot Reef off South Water Caye, and the North Wall off the Silk Cayes. Manta rays can be seen from Ambergris and Caye Caulker all the way to the Sapodilla Cayes, where they even come right up to shore along Lime Caye.

Sharks

Species of sharks present along Belize’s coastline include docile nurse sharks, Caribbean reef sharks, bull sharks, black tip sharks, lemon sharks, hammerheads, scalloped hammerheads (though rare), and the impressive, migratory whale sharks. Hard as it may be at first, put aside the myth that all sharks are out to immediately attack humans. You will end up surprised when a Caribbean reef shark passes by and ignores your presence. Thanks to a complex and diverse reef system, it’s not unusual to spot sharks on a dive, particularly off one of the coral atolls. The most common species are nurse sharks, reef sharks, and, in season, whale sharks.
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whale sharks, Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve, off the coast of Placencia.



Nurse sharks are bottom dwellers that pose no threat and are used to divers for the most part—but don’t touch them! They feed on crustaceans, mollusks, and other fish, and can grow up to 14 feet and weigh over 700 pounds. Nurse sharks are in abundance in Belize and are easiest to spot in marine reserves.

Aside from nurse sharks, reef sharks are the most commonly encountered in Belize. They can reach up to 10 feet in length, have long and narrow fins, and have an impressive aura about them, reminding you of those Hollywood-type sharks. But not to worry—they feed primarily on reef fish and are generally harmless to humans. They can get aggressive where there is bait, however, so beware if you’re out spearfishing.

Whale sharks are a primary attraction in Belize for visitors who wish to snorkel or dive with these giant creatures. They are the largest fish in the sea (up to 66 feet in length and weighing over 15 tons).

WHERE TO SEE THEM

You are guaranteed to see nurse sharks at Hol Chan Marine Reserve’s Shark Ray Alley. The thrill is to jump from the boat into waters with 20-30 of them. You can visit a similar shark ray alley at Caye Caulker Marine Reserve.

Divers will occasionally spot Caribbean reef sharks or the great hammerhead on trips to the atolls, particularly Lighthouse Reef, home to the infamous Blue Hole.

Whale sharks can be viewed at Gladden Spit during the whale shark season from April to May, three or four days before and after a full moon.

Dolphins

There’s nothing like the sight of a school of dolphins at sea, jumping across Belize’s emerald waters. Atlantic bottlenose dolphins are regularly spotted. Their appearance above and under water is often unexpected and rapid, although some have been known to hang around and swim with divers.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Swimming with dolphins is a sure thing at dive sites off northern St. George’s Caye. They also travel along the atolls, including Turneffe Atoll and Glover’s Reef. You might see them appear randomly off the southern cayes, including Ranguana Caye or at Gladden Spit. Dolphins have also been seen traveling right along Caye Caulker’s Split.

Great Barracuda

Great barracuda are common residents of Belize’s waters. Capable of speeds up to 22 miles per hour, these predators have a “bad boy” rep and are intimidating to divers with their sleek, silver bodies (up to five feet long), mean stare, and razor-sharp, fang-like teeth. But they don’t go after humans; they’re just as curious as you are. They may shadow you but there’s no need to panic. Avoid touching or feeding them and maintain your distance. Beware that they’ve been known to attack people wearing bright jewelry and watches—likely a starving barracuda mistaking anything shiny for bait.
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  giant barracuda.



WHERE TO SEE THEM

Great barracuda can be seen on almost any dive or fishing excursion all along the Belize Barrier Reef and cayes, going north to south. They are particularly abundant and easy to spot on snorkel trips to Laughingbird Caye National Park and the Snake Cayes Marine Reserve.


Angelfish and Butterflyfish


Angelfish are the beauties of Belize’s reef. These shy creatures with large spines and rounded heads come in bright and attractive hues, gracefully roaming the waters as they feed on sponges and algae. Of about 80 species in the tropical world, at least four are found in good numbers in Belize: the queen angelfish (the most striking, with an electric blue body and a yellow tail), the French angelfish, the blue angelfish, and the gray angelfish. They love to stick close to coral or rock reefs, which makes for vibrant photographs. The four-eyed butterflyfish and the spotfin butterflyfish (with a black line running through its eye) are frequent in Belize.
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  the colorful queen angelfish.



WHERE TO SEE THEM

You’ll spot angelfish and the four-eyed butterflyfish on literally any dive trip to the reef, including snorkeling at Mexico Rocks off Ambergris Caye. They are particularly abundant off the southern and deep southern cayes and the atolls.
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  four-eyed butterflyfish along the Belize Barrier Reef.



Eels

Eels often remain tucked in reef crevices during the day, with the head poking out and the mouth open. They have fang teeth that sink deep into their prey, even if nonvenomous. The species you’ll spot the most often is the green moray eel, which can reach up to six feet in length.
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  green moray eel, off Turneffe Atoll.



WHERE TO SEE THEM

Green moray eels are a sure thing on Turneffe Atoll dives, along the North Wall or White Hole of Silk Cayes Marine Reserve, and off the southern cayes, like Ranguana. Snorkelers can spot one at Hol Chan Marine Reserve.

Toadfish and Seahorses

The whitespotted toadfish’s bizarre looks (a dark brown, large flattened head covered white spots and whiskers that protrude below its mouth) make it a great photographic subject. If you’re lucky you’ll spot one at the bottom of the sea, tucked in a reef crevice. Be careful not to step on one or come too close—their spines are poisonous.

Think the seahorse is a thing of the past? Not in Belize. While they’re not abundant, seeing one of these minuscule creatures is a distinct possibility. Ask for Ras Creek while at the Split on Caye Caulker and he will gladly show you around his very own, unofficial seahorse reserve, set in the mangroves just beside the Split.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

You’re most likely to see a whitespotted toadfish on dives at Cockroach Caye Wall or Black Coral Wall, off Turneffe Atoll. It takes a lot more luck to see a seahorse off the reef out at sea, but divers have encountered them off the South Water Caye Marine Reserve.

Damselfish and Parrotfish

These small fishes are abundant along Belize’s reef. The species range from the yellowtail damselfish (the most striking in color) to the threespot damselfish and the sergeant major, with its unmistakable yellow and back stripes. Even more colorful are parrotfish, in gorgeous greens, blues, and reds. Look out for the stoplight parrotfish or the princess parrotfish: These sparkling creatures have parrot-like mouths and can reach up to 20 inches in length.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Damselfish and parrotfish are a common sight in Belize’s waters. They roam around corals, where they feed on algae. Spot them off the northern or southern cayes, the atolls, or in marine reserves.

Groupers, Snappers, and Grunts

The goliath grouper or jewfish, the largest species of the grouper family, can occasionally be seen in Belize. This fish can reach up to 8.2 feet long and 800 pounds. They tend to spawn in large aggregations and are now an endangered species. You’ll also spot other species, including the Nassau grouper, black grouper (a top reef predator), and tiger grouper.
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  black grouper fish alongside a school of horse-eye jack off the coast of Ambergris Caye.



Look out for yellowtail snappers, schoolmasters, and dog snappers—major predators frequently sighted in Belize. Their bodies are silver, with near-neon yellow stripes and a yellow tail. They’re fast and may be solo or in schools. You’ll spot the occasional porkfish (a type of grunt), but schools of Caesar grunts are abundant, often hovering above coral.
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  yellowtail snapper, off the Silk Cayes Marine Reserve.



WHERE TO SEE THEM

Groupers are spotted on wall dives, off any of the atolls, or along the northern and southern cayes. The goliath grouper has been spotted off Glover’s Reef Atoll, and black groupers can be found at Hol Chan Marine Reserve. Lighthouse Reef Atoll and Turneffe Atoll have protected Nassau grouper aggregation sites. Snappers are a sure bet all along the reef and atolls, and are particularly abundant in the south.

Every year, groupers and snappers aggregate for spawning off various parts of the Belize Barrier Reef, at up to 16 different sites, from the northern atolls to the southern Silk Cayes Marine Reserve and Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve.

Tarpons, Permits, and Bonefish

Belize is world-famous for its sport-fishing opportunities, attracting avid anglers who dream of achieving the “grand slam”—catching a tarpon, permit, and snook in one day. These fish are protected by law and must be released.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

You will find schools of these fish in rivers, lagoons, and along inner mangrove islands. In the north, Caye Caulker has a little-known local tarpon reserve, on the “lee” side of the island just past Sea Dreams Hotel. You can purchase sardines and feed them while marveling at their incredible leaps. They are also abundant off Ambergris Caye and the southern cayes, like Tobacco Caye.

Creole Wrasses and Blue Tangs

The fluorescent blue, tiny creole wrasses travel in schools and often form a line above coral as they feed on plankton along the edges of walls where currents are high.

Spotted solo or in groups, the vibrant blue tang feeds on algae off corals, an important role in maintaining a healthy reef.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Creole wrasses are a common sight off Turneffe Atoll, as well as the South Water and Silk Cayes Marine Reserves. Blue tangs can be seen off the atolls, including Glover’s Reef, and off the southern cayes, including as far south as the Snake Cayes.

Queen Triggerfish, Spotted Drums, and Trumpetfish

The queen triggerfish is a beautiful sight, with its yellow and iridescent blue lines and erect spine, a protection from its predators. They swim off walls, close to the bottom, but will quickly hide in reef crevices if they sense a threat—their spines allow them to remain locked in, inaccessible to predators seeking to pull them out. Beware of getting too close, as they can get nasty. Triggerfish feed on sea urchins and crabs, among other crustaceans and mollusks. A fun fact is that they can rotate each eye independently.

Spotted drums, if you’re lucky to see one, stand out because of their odd shape. Their bodies reach up to eight inches, with thick dark and light stripes. Elongated dorsal fins off their backs allow them to swim erratically.

Easily distinguishable thanks to an elongated body and equally long and narrow snout, trumpetfish are a common sight in Belize. They vary in color to blend in with the reef, but you’ll often see them hanging vertically to hide among gorgonians and other branches while waiting on their unsuspecting prey.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Queen triggerfish roam around Glover’s Reef, Ambergris Caye, and Lighthouse Reef Atoll, among other areas of the reef. Trumpetfish are found on snorkel and dive excursions off the northern and southern cayes, like Laughingbird Caye, Tarpon Caye, and off the atolls.


Spiny Lobsters


Spiny lobsters often stay hidden during the day, in the holes along the sea floor. They have long antennae sticking that are twice the size of their body, which can range from 12 to 18 inches. Occasionally, you’ll find one in the open, resting on the sand. Night dives are when these creatures come out to feed.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Spiny lobsters are commonly spotted on dives and snorkeling trips along the reef, such as South Water Caye, Laughingbird Caye, and the Sapodilla Cayes.

Banded Coral Shrimp and Christmas Tree Worms

The banded coral shrimp and the Christmas tree worm are unusual-looking species, and you’ll likely need a guide to point them out. The banded coral shrimp has long antennae used to attract fish, which it cleans by eating off any algae and parasites. Its small body is a red-orange with white stripes.

The Christmas tree worm blends in easily among corals, but its Christmas tree-shaped gills make it stand out. Tour guides like to show how the gills immediately turn inward when you reach a hand out as if to touch them.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Christmas tree worms thrive along the reef, and are easily spotted on snorkel trips along Laughingbird Caye and the southern cayes.

You can spot banded coral shrimp in reef crevices and near sponges at Long Caye Aquarium off Lighthouse Reef Atoll or Sayonara wreck off Turneffe Atoll.

Queen Conch

It wouldn’t be the Caribbean Sea if its waters didn’t house the queen conch, resting on the sandy sea floor. These creatures have a beautiful pink inner shell and graze on algae and seagrass. They often leave a trail behind as they drag their shells across the floor. The conch-fishing season is strictly monitored and runs only from October through May, although it has been known to close earlier once quotas are met. Beware not to purchase or travel home with anything made from this endangered species, including jewelry.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

The queen conch is spotted along the reef from the north cayes to the south, but they are easier to spot in marine reserves, including Hol Chan, Caye Caulker, Laughingbird, and Silk Cayes.

Corals

More than 60 types of coral, of the soft and hard (stony) variety, inhabit Belize’s waters and help make up the largest reef system in the western hemisphere. They’re an unmistakable and immediate sight the minute you enter the sea. They include brain coral, elkhorn coral, fire coral, star coral, lettuce coral, mustard hill coral, and gorgonians (soft coral that includes brightly colored sea fans and sea whips). Remember that coral should never be touched—these are fragile, living organisms. All it takes to destroy generations of one species is a slight touch of the fins. Be particularly careful not to accidentally touch fire coral.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

Corals can be seen all over Belize’s barrier reef. The atolls and southern cayes offer the most beautiful coral gardens, and off the Sapodilla Cayes, where you’ll likely be the only one exploring, are incredibly abundant and large species.
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brain coral



Sponges

There are over 5,000 living species of sponges, and the most colorful of all inhabit the reefs of the Caribbean. While it isn’t obvious to the naked eye, sponges are constantly competing for a place of attachment in the reef community, while helping the reef stay alive by recycling organic matters into nutrients for the reef. Common sights in Belize include the yellow tube sponge, giant barrel sponge, large netted barrel sponge, and the azure vase sponge.

WHERE TO SEE THEM

The azure vase sponge is found off Ambergris Caye. The atolls are also a sure bet, as are any of the southern cayes, particularly along South Water Caye’s steep walls.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Hol Chan Marine Reserve: The second-largest barrier reef in the world is less than a mile offshore from both Ambergris Caye and Caye Caulker. Spending a day here is akin to swimming in a giant aquarium (click here).

S Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve: This UNESCO World Heritage Site at the northern tip of Ambergris Caye boasts spectacular snorkeling and diving (click here).

S The Split: Caye Caulker’s best swimming beach is a unique scene where visitors and locals alike sun themselves on concrete slabs, snorkel, or dance at the on-site bar (click here).
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S Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary: This protected area is home to the endangered West Indian manatee and is one of several worthwhile excursions offered from the northern cayes (click here).

S The Elbow: Advanced divers visit this steep drop-off where swift currents collide, hoping to spot deep-water predatory fish as well as a wall of interesting sponges (click here).

S Half Moon Caye Wall: A birder’s paradise, this beautiful crescent-shaped island is home to more than 4,000 red-footed boobies and 120 other species. It’s also one of the best diving spots in Belize (click here).



Once the favorite hideout and playground of pirates, the northern cayes are Belize’s greatest tourism draw, and with good reason: postcard-perfect islands, quick access to the Belize Barrier Reef and Hol Chan Marine Reserve, a dizzying array of outdoor activities, and enough lodging, restaurants, and entertainment options to fit celebrity and backpacker budgets alike.

Located close to Belize City, the northern cayes are ideal for adventurers short on getaway time. This cluster of islands includes the iconic Great Blue Hole and two of Belize’s three atolls—Turneffe and Lighthouse Reef—for world-class diving, snorkeling, and fishing. And that’s not all: As the most tourist-ready region in all of Belize, the northern cayes host an estimated 70 percent of visitors for their first Belizean experience. This fusion of local culture with a constant stream of international visitors makes for one lively scene.
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Avid divers tend to stay on one of the atolls to minimize travel time to top dive sites; otherwise, it’s a two-hour boat ride each way from Ambergris Caye or Caye Caulker. Ambergris, generally referred to as San Pedro, attracts those seeking constant activity—there is incessant hustle and bustle, not to mention pretty hotels and pools, chic lounges, fine dining, and plenty of bars and nightlife. Smaller Caye Caulker attracts the laid-back, off-the-beaten-path traveler, those who seek immersion in local island life, exploring sand-only streets on foot or bicycle (there are no cars here!). There’s an amusing sibling rivalry between the two cayes—larger Ambergris Caye considers Caye Caulker slow and boring, while the smaller caye is content with the lack of noise, paved roads, and crowds. In reality, each has a varied slice of Belize to offer, excellent water sports, and island fun, and neither is a wasted visit.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

A common dilemma is whether to stay on Ambergris Caye or Caye Caulker, each unique in rhythm and scenery. The good news is that they are a mere 30-minute water-taxi hop away from each other, with tours available from either base.

Ambergris Caye’s foodie treasures and luxury accommodations attract travelers seeking both excellent diving and nonstop nightlife. San Pedro is considered the “trendy” part of Belize, with more resorts, bars, lounges, eateries, and general day-to-day activities than most of the country. There’s a steady buzz here, and events take place year-round, attracting not only visitors but also Belizeans from the city seeking a quick, fun getaway. Hol Chan Marine Reserve is the most popular dive and snorkel site in Belize. Located on and around the northern tip of Ambergris Caye, Bacalar Chico National Park and Marine Reserve hosts an incredibly diverse array of wildlife and offers excellent snorkeling and diving.

Caye Caulker’s slower yet rhythmic Caribbean vibe will appeal to the laid-back visitor while still offering excellent diving opportunities. The Split is the favorite go-to swimming and sunset rendezvous spot on the island. Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary, at the north end of the Drowned Cayes, is a protected area with nearly 9,000 acres of sea and mangroves to explore.

Outside these two cayes are the upscale Turneffe Islands, with diving opportunities at The Elbow and Lighthouse Reef Atoll, home to the some of the best dive spots in the world—Half Moon Caye and Long Caye.

San Pedro and Ambergris Caye

Ambergris Caye is Belize’s largest island, just south of the Mexican Yucatán mainland and stretching southward for 24 miles into Belizean waters. Ambergris (“AM-bur-giss”) is 35 miles east of Belize City and about 0.75 mile west of the Belize Barrier Reef. The island was formed by an accumulation of coral fragments and silt from the Río Hondo as it emptied from what is now northern Belize. The caye is made up of mangrove swamps, a dozen lagoons, a plateau, and a series of low sand ridges. The largest lagoon, fed by 15 creeks, is 2.5-mile-long Laguna de San Pedro, on the western side of the village.
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San Pedro Town sits on a sand ridge at the southern end of the island, the only actual town on the island and the most-visited destination in Belize. It is chock-full of accommodations, restaurants, bars, golf carts, and services. San Pedro is also the most expensive part of Belize, with prices for some basic goods and foods double the mainland prices and sometimes even more than similar services and restaurants in the United States.

ORIENTATION

Whether arriving by air or sea, your trip to Ambergris begins in San Pedro Town—the heart of the island’s activity, where most of the restaurants, bars, nightlife, shopping, and hotels are clustered. Three streets run north-south and parallel the beach on the island’s east side. Residents still refer to them by their historic names: Front Street (Barrier Reef Drive), Middle Street (Pescador Drive), and Back Street (Angel Coral Street). Another landmark is at the north end of town, where the San Pedro River flows through a navigable cut. This spot is often referred to as “the cut” or “the bridge,” referring to the toll bridge that replaced the hand-drawn ferry. Past the bridge are some exclusive resorts, hotels, and lounges. You’ll also hear the term “south of town,” referring to the continually developing area south of the airstrip and south of San Pedro Town, accessed by Coconut Drive and starting past Ramon’s Village Resort, where more posh retreats can be found, along with some casual and lively outdoor bars.

SIGHTS

S Hol Chan Marine Reserve

Once a traditional fishing ground, back when San Pedro was a sleepy village of a few hundred people, Hol Chan Marine Reserve (www.holchanbelize.org, US$12.50 pp) is the most popular dive and snorkel site in Belize, with tens of thousands of visitors each year. The site is four miles south of San Pedro and makes for an affordable morning or afternoon trip. In town is a small visitors center on Caribeña Street with information on the reserve. Nearly all tour operators on Ambergris and Caye Caulker offer trips to the Hol Chan cut.

Once you visit, you’ll quickly understand the popularity of the reserve—and why it is important to help preserve it. Established as a marine park in 1987, when fishing was banned, Hol Chan boasts an amazing diversity of species. The reserve focuses on creating a sustainable link between tourism and conservation, protecting the coral reef while allowing visitors to experience and learn about the marinelife living here.

Along with a stop at Hol Chan is one at Shark Ray Alley—a nearby zone of the reserve where stingrays and six-foot-long nurse sharks have gathered over the years thanks to anglers who often cleaned their catch in this area. Used to getting their scraps of fish, the nurse sharks anticipate the boats and are used to humans—although it is best to keep a safe distance. The thrill of jumping in waters surrounded by these creatures is something to experience at least once.

While you may see a guide or two pose with stingrays or stroke a nurse shark, note that officially it is illegal to feed or touch the fish. Even if your guide tells you differently, and even if you see other groups caressing the nurse sharks and rays, this is against the reserve rules and regulations and against all normal protocol for interacting with wildlife, as it should be. That said, San Pedro anglers and tour guides have been feeding the animals in this spot every day for over 15 years, so some argue that an exception should be made, or that there is some educational benefit to interacting with the animals. Best to leave only bubbles, I say.

S Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve

Located on and around the northern tip of Ambergris Caye, Bacalar Chico National Park and Marine Reserve hosts an incredibly diverse array of wildlife, offers excellent snorkeling and diving, and is rich with history. The Bacalar Chico Canal is reputed to have been dug by Mayan traders between AD 700 and 900, creating Ambergris Caye by separating it from the Yucatán Peninsula. The reserve has a wide range of wildlife habitat; 194 species of birds have been sighted there. The landscape consists in part of sinkholes and cenotes created by the effects of weathering on the limestone bedrock of Ambergris Caye. On the eastern side of the reserve is Rocky Point, the only location in the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System where the reef touches the shore. This is one of Belize’s most important and prolific sea turtle nesting sites, home to at least 10 threatened species. In 1997, Bacalar Chico—along with the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System—was designated a World Heritage Site by UNESCO.
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  the toll bridge connecting San Pedro with north Ambergris Caye



Bacalar Chico also contains at least nine archaeological sites: Mayan trading, fishing, and agricultural settlements that were inhabited from at least AD 300 to 900. A 10th site just outside the reserve boundary is regarded as especially important for its remaining wall network throughout the settlement and its potential to provide missing information about the transition from the classic Mayan period to modern times. The reserve also contains evidence of Spanish and English habitation during the colonial period, including several Spanish-period shipwrecks offshore.

A ranger station in the northwest area of the park has a visitors center (tel. 501/226-2833, http://bacalarchico.org) and displays of area history, including old glass bottles and Mayan relics found within the reserve. A picnic area offers a barbecue.

ACCOMMODATIONS AND FOOD

The two places to stay nearest Bacalar are on a beautiful hard-packed white-sand beach 12 miles north of San Pedro. The boat ride from town takes anywhere from 30 to 40 minutes, well past the last stop on the water taxi. These options are for folks who want to feel like they are on another island, not for people who want to drive golf carts, party, and be “in the mix” (though all the standard tours are still available, probably with a little extra transportation cost).

Tranquility Bay Resort (U.S. tel. 800/843-2293, www.tranquilitybayresort.com, from US$139) is the only resort on the island where you can snorkel directly from the beach to the reef. Every evening, tarpon, barracuda, and eagle rays swim under the lights of the dockside restaurant, appropriately named The Aquarium. There’s a budget room just off the beach, along with seven brightly painted two-bedroom cabanas and three one-bedrooms with lofts, lining one of the nicest white-sand beaches on the island. Bedrooms are air-conditioned, and each cabana is equipped with a refrigerator and a microwave. The cabins have Belizean hardwoods, Mexican tiles, and spectacular ocean views. The resort offers free use of kayaks, which can cover a lot of ground at this site, and there is an on-site dive shop. Fishing, snorkeling, scuba, and sailing trips are available.
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The Marco Gonzalez Maya Site

Those looking for a little Mayan history right on the island can find it at the Marco Gonzalez Maya Site (contact Jan Brown for a tour, 501/662-2725, www.marcogonzalezmayasite.com, US$10 site, US$8 transportation), just a 30-minute golf-cart ride from San Pedro to the south end of Ambergris Caye. Of an estimated 18 Mayan sites on the island, Marco Gonzalez was the first site to receive archaeological reserve status in 2011. History and adventure buffs will enjoy private guided tours of this virgin site, currently under study, which was inhabited by the Maya for 1,600 years. Head here with Jan Brown, a passionate expat and the reserve’s chairperson, as your guide.

While the site continues to be preserved, cleaned, and examined for its history of the coastal Maya, it is literally a museum in the wild. A tour is an eco-adventure in itself, requiring careful navigation to avoid stepping on pieces of Mayan ceramics, with rainforest wildlife encounters along the way. Over the past few years, students have helped excavate parts of the site, revealing plaza structures and tombs. Human bones have been found, including skull fragments and skeletons as well as cutting tools made out of volcanic rock, thought to have been imported from Honduras and used for Mayan bloodletting rituals.
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  Bone fragments discovered at the site are still being studied.



This may be the only place in the world where you can visit an ancient Maya trading city on an island and spot pieces on the site that date back to 100 BC. On the way back to San Pedro, stop along the way to enjoy the scenic views from the south side, some of the most beautiful on Ambergris Caye.



The Turtleman’s House (tel. 501/664-9661, http://turtlemanshouse.com) is a stilted shack above the water built out of salvaged material, much of it pieces of destroyed docks that wash ashore after hurricanes, by Greg “Turtleman” Smith, a resident of this beach for decades and the man who is partly responsible for the creation of the reserve and protection of its wildlife. At first glance, US$80 a night with a three-night minimum seems overpriced, but you’re paying for the location and the unique, albeit rustic, experience of being completely away from it all, with the barrier reef at your doorstep. Plus the meals are cheap, and you’ll have the sunrise all to yourself. Guests sleep in the primitive room with a solar bag shower and sea grass compost bucket toilet, then join Greg, his wife, Rosemary, and their children in their home on the island, 50 feet away, for delicious home-cooked meals and cinnamon buns. Guests can also take advantage of Tranquility Bay’s restaurant and dive shop, a stone’s throw down the beach.

GETTING THERE

Most Ambergris dive shops and a few tour companies that do dive and snorkel trips to Bacalar Chico are based in San Pedro. Start with Seaduced by Belize (tel. 501/226-2254, www.seaducedbybelize.com, US$105 pp) and Searious Adventures (tel. 501/226-4202, www.seariousadventures.com, US$90), or arrange a trip with Tranquility Bay Resort (U.S. tel. 800/843-2293, www.tranquilitybayresort.com) or The Turtleman’s House (tel. 501/664-9661, http://turtlemanshouse.com).

SPORTS AND RECREATION

Beaches

It is often said that you shouldn’t expect the wide-open uninterrupted beaches seen in neighboring Mexico and other Caribbean destinations. The comparison is one between apples and oranges: Belize is unique in having a barrier reef, and one that’s a short distance from the coastline, stopping any wave action from reaching the shores and leading to the buildup of sea grass in the shallow waters along the beach. This is a small sacrifice for a nearby natural wonder. To say there is no beach whatsoever is a stretch. It does require a little trekking away from San Pedro Town to find the better ones; the town’s beachfront is nothing more than a long sandy pedestrian sidewalk, although you can still feel sand beneath your toes, and the ocean views are as beautiful as ever.

The best swimming and sunning section in San Pedro Town is directly in front of Ramon’s Village Resort. This is where most head for a swim and a snorkel. Numerous docks also give access where swimming might otherwise be difficult.

Beach enthusiasts have more choices just a short 15 to 30 minutes from town. A few of the hotels and bars on Ambergris Caye’s north and south ends have wider, softer white-sand areas and better swimming entry points, although patches of sea grass are ever present.

One option is to head north of the bridge (by water taxi, bike, or cart, depending on how far you are going) and park yourself at one of the several beachfront bars or resorts—Palapa Bar is a great spot, as is Portofino resort, well worth the lengthier 30-minute boat ride with its boutique yet laid-back atmosphere, infinity pool, and calming views. Grab a meal or a cocktail and you can use the docks and dip your toes in that sand and clear water. One of the best natural swimming and snorkeling beaches is also 12 miles north of San Pedro at Tranquility Bay Resort.

Going south, lovely stretches shaded by dozens of palm trees are by Victoria House, one of the most gorgeous resorts on the island, or by Catamaran Beach Bar at Caribbean Villas. Start at any of these and hop your way along the beach.

Diving and Snorkeling

Almost every hotel on Ambergris either employs local dive shops or has its own on-site shop and dive masters. They offer similar services: resort courses, PADI or NAUI certification classes, day trips, and snorkel trips to Hol Chan Marine Reserve, Bacalar Chico, and others. Some also offer night dives, and a few have nitrox capabilities. Ultimately, what makes the difference is the experience of the instructor or dive master, the quality of the equipment, the specialty in dive sites, the size of the boat, and the size of the groups (an important factor if you want to avoid “cattle boats”). Prices are pretty standard around the island: local two-tank dives are about US$75, plus rental fees and tax; resort courses are US$160; open-water certification runs US$450-470; advanced certification is US$380; three-tank dives to the Blue Hole are US$250-325 and to Turneffe US$235.


Day Hop to Sarteneja

Looking for an off-the-beaten-path day trip or overnight getaway from San Pedro? Hop on the Thunderbolt water taxi (tel. 501/422-0026 or cell 501/610-4475, captain’s cell 501/631-3400, www.ambergriscaye.com/thunderbolt, departs San Pedro at 3pm, US$42.50 roundtrip) or on a Tropic Air flight to Sarteneja, a beautiful fishing village in northern Belize. Located on Corozal Bay, it’s still a well-kept secret—few travelers have heard about its breathtaking sunsets, sportfishing, turquoise swimming waters, wooden boat-building tradition and importance as a protected area for manatees and bird-nesting colonies in the Corozal Bay Wildlife Sanctuary. This is slowly changing, as more travelers now stop here on their way to or from the northern cayes.


  [image: Image]

  Sarteneja offers an authentic slice of life in Belize’s fishing villages.



Sarteneja, from the Mayan Tzaten-a-ha or “give me the water,” was first settled by the Maya as an important trading area. It was occupied from approximately 600 BC to AD 1200, and period gold, copper, and shells continue to turn up in the area. Mexican refugees from the Yucatán Caste Wars settled here in the mid-19th century, attracted by the availability of drinking water. The village is known for its boat builders and free-diving lobster and conch fishers. It’s also known for its annual Easter Regatta, during which newly painted sailboats of the artisan fishing fleet, crewed by local anglers, race against each other in a tradition that has continued since 1950. The regatta, on Easter weekend, includes live music, food, and fun local “catch the greasy pig” games.

Bring your swimwear—the water is beautiful and a stop here feels like an island getaway. Sarteneja is a great adventurer’s option. You can rent kayaks from the Tour Guide Association office (Front St., US$5 per hour double kayak, 5 hours maximum) or hop on the Manatee Day tour to go manatee spotting (US$20 pp). The beach on the long, pretty coastline offers swimming and relaxing. The farther east you go, the prettier and more isolated the swimming areas get. Other options include hiking in the Shipstern Nature Reserve, exploring the Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve on the northern tip of Ambergris Caye, or fishing along Corozal Bay (US$30 pp for 2 people) with Ritchie Cruz of Ritchie’s Place (Front St., tel. 501/668-1531).

Stay overnight for a full experience. Several guesthouses offer a decent night’s sleep—opt for Fernando’s Seaside Guesthouse (tel. 501/423-4085, www.cybercayecaulker.com/sarteneja.html, US$40-50 plus tax), with its large balconies, breezy views, and friendly staff.

If you’re up for more culture and immersion, sign up for the Sarteneja Homestay Program (501/634-8032, sartenejahomestay@gmail.com, US$25 pp, includes meals). You can stay with a local family for a night or more in a comfortable guest room with shared bathroom.



Beginners and experienced divers or snorkelers alike have several solid choices. Amigos del Mar (at the Mayan Princess Hotel beachfront dock, tel. 501/226-2706, www.amigosdivebelize.com), based on the pier across from Cholo’s Sports Bar, is a bustling place with top-notch gear and a solid reputation for safety. Many clients return year after year to dive with the same long-term and friendly staff. Amigos runs frequent trips to the Blue Hole in 56- and 60-foot boats (important for the long journey to and from the famous site).

Hugh Parkey’s Diving (at the SunBreeze Hotel beachfront in central San Pedro, tel. 501/226-4526 or 501/670-5239, www.belizediving.com) specializes in local dives only. Ecologic Divers (tel. 501/226-4118, www.ecologicdivers.com), with the best-looking dock in town, offers regular Blue Hole and atoll journeys in the comfort of their new covered dive boat—taking no more than 12 divers at a time—as well as night dives. Patojo’s Scuba Center (tel. 501/206-2283, patojos99@yahoo.com) is another option. All have proven reputations for safety and service.

Snorkeling gear can be rented from Ramon’s Village Resort (Ramon’s Dive Shop pier, half-day US$5, full-day US$10), and there is decent marinelife just at the end of their dock, specially created for those seeking to snorkel in town. If you decide to explore from another dock, beware of boat activity at all times, as there have been serious accidents.
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  This sandy stretch by Ramon’s Village Resort is the best swimming beach in town.



Snuba and Sea Trek

To change it up a bit from regular snorkeling or for those who want to avoid diving, try snuba or sea trek. Both allow for an underwater experience and a chance for fun photo ops and videos without fretting about a tank or equalizing.

Snuba lets you explore the barrier reef at depths of up to 20 feet without getting scuba certified and without a heavy tank strapped to your back: Breathing is through a regulator, receiving air through a long 20-foot line attached to a support raft that floats safely at the surface. Training is provided in 15 minutes, and anyone over age eight can participate as long as they can swim.

Sea trek consists of hiking the sea floor, literally: Plop on a cool helmet that receives almost three times the amount of air needed through a hose. So far, the only certified outfitter to offer this new way of experiencing Hol Chan is Discovery Expeditions (tel. 501/671-2882 or 501/671-0748, www.discoverybelize.com, US$68-74, including hotel transfers but not the US$10 Hol Chan park fee) out of San Pedro, which is also a snuba outfitter. If you’re staying on Caye Caulker, you may be able to arrange the tour through your hotel and catch the water taxi over to San Pedro for a day. Another option offered is to “power snorkel”—snorkeling with a hand-held power scooter.


  Snorkeling and Diving off Ambergris Caye

Choose from a casual snorkel in town or a half- or a full-day snorkel or dive tour by boat. The first option is for days when you want to stay close to shore; the second is for exploring marinelife and coral, a must when in Belize. Be sure to observe snorkel and reef etiquette at all times.

• Ramon’s Village Resort (Ramon’s Dive Shop pier, tel. 501/226-2071, U.S. tel. 800/624-4215, www.ramons.com) has an artificial reef that is home to a wide variety of small reef fish. Snorkel trips to the Belize Barrier Reef are available.

• Hol Chan Marine Reserve (reserve office on Caribeña St., www.holchanbelize.org) is the crown jewel of snorkeling, located four miles southeast of San Pedro Town.

• Shark Ray Alley is usually included on a trip to Hol Chan Marine Reserve. Snorkel alongside large southern stingrays and nurse sharks and view spectacular coral formations, or dive the Amigos Del Mar tugboat wreck.

• Mexico Rocks, on the reef north of town, is the place to see a huge variety of coral formations.

• Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve, near the northern tip of Ambergris Caye, is an incredible site with a stunning diversity of wildlife and coral—at least 187 species of fish and several important spawning aggregation sites, plus loggerhead, green, and hawksbill sea turtles.



Boating and Sailing

Explore the Caribbean the way it was meant to be traveled: by sea. Old standby boats include the “old-school sailing trip” aboard the refurbished Rum Punch II (parked north of Cholo’s Sports Bar, tel. 501/610-3240), operated by longtime resident and captain George Eiley, offering glass-bottom-boat snorkel tours, beach barbecues, and sunset charters.

The Sirena Azul is a 40-foot Belizean hardwood beauty operated out of the Blue Tang Inn. Built by a boat-building family in the northern village of Sarteneja, and with an added diesel onboard engine and restroom, this sailboat an experience worth the extra cost. Sunset sails (US$50 pp, drinks included; private charter US$350 for 1-6 people) are popular, although the boat also goes on snorkeling day trips.

Another popular and fancy cat for private rent or for sunset sails is Seaduction, operated by Seaduced by Belize (tel. 501/226-2254, www.seaducedbybelize.com). Ecological divers now offer sailing charters aboard their two 50-foot catamarans as well as sunset dinner cruises by the reef.

For a more rustic and laid-back sail, spend the day with the Rubio brothers snorkeling, fishing, drinking aboard No Rush, a quaint 36-foot catamaran that can be booked through Unity Tours (tel. 501/600-5022, www.ambergriscaye.com/unitytours, full-day snorkel US$75 pp, half-day US$50 pp). Reef Runners (tel. 501/602-5055 or 501/610-1061, www.ambergriscaye.com/reefrunner, full-day snorkel US$45 adults) has 24-foot-long glass-bottom boats for snorkel tours and fishing trips, and they know these waters well. You can’t miss their bright-yellow boats docked beside the San Pedro Belize water taxi terminal. Searious Adventures (tel. 501/226-4202, www.seariousadventures.com) offers sailing and snorkeling activities.


Belize’s Big Three: The Grand Slam

Chasing tail in Belizean waters is on the dream list of anglers worldwide and has been for decades. Many also head here for a chance to achieve the grand slam: catching a tarpon, permit, and bonefish in one day. Doing so is no small feat—some spend as much as a week of daily excursions and even years attempting it. Those who succeed automatically gain a spot in a de facto exclusive group of top-rated anglers.

While visitors can conduct their own grand slam fly-fishing mission year-round in Belize, Ambergris Caye holds an annual catch-and-release sportfishing tournament and event known as the Tres Pescados Slam Tournament. It’s the fly-fishing competition of all fishing competitions, with teams descending on San Pedro from other countries and parts of Belize to compete in catching the big three in just three days. Teams consist of one or two fly-fishers and a Belize Tourism Board licensed guide. Held annually since 2009, the competition is more intense than ever to win prestigious titles, including Top Guide, Top Female Angler, Best Men’s and Women’s Casting, and generous cash prizes.

The money raised by the tournament supports a worthwhile cause. Up to 15 teams participated in 2012, donating US$7,000 to the Bonefish Tarpon Trust Project in Belize, benefiting bonefish, permit, and tarpon fisheries.

Nonfishing family members can have fun too, as the three-day event includes weekend long games and activities, usually held at the Central Park in San Pedro. For information contact Tres Pescados Fly Shop (tel. 501/226-3474, http://belizefly.com).



A notch up is Belize Sailing Vacations (tel. 501/621-0417 or 501/664-5300, U.S. tel. 800/640-2182, www.belizesailingvacations.com, from US$1,295), providing luxury sailing charters with “the amenities of an all-inclusive luxury resort aboard your own private catamaran, tailored to your own personalized itinerary.” This dream itinerary goes from island-hopping to snorkeling and diving on the way or just relaxing on board. A popular choice is Doris, a 50-foot catamaran with four air-conditioned cabins, four baths, lounge areas, plasma TVs, and your very own chef on board.

Fishing

The area within the reef is a favorite for tarpon and bonefish. Outside the reef, the choice of big game is endless. Most hotels and dive shops will make arrangements for fishing, including a boat and a guide. Ask around the docks (and your hotel) for the best guides. Serious anglers should consider Abner Marin at Go Fish Belize (beachfront at Boca del Rio Dr., tel. 501/226-3121, www.gofishbelize.com), one of the most qualified and reputable guides around. Or try Fishing San Pedro (Front St., above Manelly’s, tel. 501/607-9967, www.fishingsanpedro.com), another sure bet where half- or full-day chartered fishing trips are relatively affordable at US$325 for a full day for two people, including tackle, bait, soft drinks, and water; a fish or lobster barbecue costs a bit extra.

Kayaking

Little wave action and regular trade winds make kayaking a great option off Belize’s cayes. Ideal spots to navigate are on the south side of the island near Xanadu Island Resort or Caribbean Villas, with wider open space and less boat activity. The north end also offers quieter options for rowing in safety. Many hotels offer complimentary use of kayaks. If not, check with San Pedro Water Sports (beachfront dock near Holiday Hotel, tel. 501/226-2888, www.sanpedrowatersports.com, single kayak US$15 per hour) or with Ramon’s Village Resort (dockside, US$15 per hour, US$35 per day).


Wind Sports


The latest wind sports are all the rage. It’s not surprising, given the often ideal weather conditions. There’s that “constant breeze in Belize” that locals love to brag about—the result of Caribbean trade winds that hit the islands from November to July. Combine it with a nearby reef that creates flat waters, and voilà!

Sailsports Belize (beachfront by Caribbean Villas, tel. 501/226-4488 or 501/610-0773, www.sailsportsbelize.com) is a solid and affordable choice for windsurfing, kite surfing, and sailing. Its location is on a calm stretch of beach with plenty of open water. Lessons and courses are offered with licensed instructors (introduction to windsurfing and two-hour rental US$99; beginner kite surfing five-hour course US$303) and hotel delivery is available for rentals (windsurfing US$22 per hour, sailing US$49 per hour).

San Pedro Water Sports (dock across from Holiday Hotel, tel. 501/226-2888, www.sanpedrowatersports.com) has equipment for rent, including paddleboards (US$15 per hour) and windsurfing boards. Adrian is happy to give you pointers on paddleboarding if it’s your first time.

Ramon’s Village Resort’s dive shop has windsurfing or Hobie Cat catamaran lessons (US$45-70 for 2 hours) and equipment rentals (windsurfing US$20 per hour, Hobie Cat US$30 per hour).

KiteXplorer (beachfront, tel. 501/635-4967, http://kitexplorer.com/kitex, 9am-6pm daily) shares a dock with Patojo’s Dive Center and has two licensed instructors offering kite surfing or paddle surfing lessons (kite surfing intro US$90, stand-up paddle surfing US$45 for 1.5 hours). Rentals are also available for paddle surfing and kite surfing (US$20-120 per hour). The ideal months for these weather-influenced sports are November to July, with March to July offering the strongest winds. KiteXplorer also operates out of Caye Caulker.

A great way to relax and catch spectacular views of the island and reef, weather permitting, is to parasail with Funtasea (Fido’s dock, tel. 501/226-3866, www.funtasea.net, US$77 pp, US$145 double). Funtasea also offers other boat and ecotours of the island.
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