Roatán
Honduras’

— Simply Divine Diving

Text and photos by
Brandi Mueller
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Fire worm with basket star, unfolding in all its glory, found on a night dive

It is 7:30 in the morning
and I’m on my personal
veranda on a small hill
looking out over green
trees and beyond them
to blue water and a bright
orange sun emerging from
it. My feet are up on the
rail and there’s a cup of
coffee in my hand. I snap
a photo for Instagram—
#itdoesntgetanybetterthan
this. And the day’s diving
hasn’t even started yet.
I am at Turquoise Bay Dive Resort
and it embraces the meaning
of tranquillo like no other. Sitting
almost right at the center of the
northern edge of Roatán, it’s a

pleasure to escape the touristy
hustle and bustle of the West End.
I slowly sip my coffee and decide
I should probably head to breakfast, there’s no hurry though, the
dive boat is scheduled to leave
around 8:30 or 9:00 a.m., so I have
plenty of time to relax and enjoy
the view.

Roatán

Roatán is a Honduran island
part of Islas de la Bahia (the Bay
Islands) which also includes Utila,
Cayos Cochinos, Guanaja, and
the Swan Islands. Roatán is the
largest with rolling green hills
48km (30 miles) off the eastern
coast of Honduras. Only 60km
(37 miles) long and 5km (3 miles)
wide, over 50 percent is covered
in green including pine forests at
higher altitudes and rainforestlike areas with ferns and palms in

the valleys. Reefs that are part of
the Mesoamerican Reef System
surround the island, part of the
world’s second largest barrier reef
after the Great Barrier Reef. The
Mesoamerican Reef is known for
having the most marine biodiversity in the world and stretches
from the Bay Islands to Mexico.
Easy to get to with flights arriving daily from several Central
America and US cities, dive resorts
and operations abound. If just
diving isn’t enough, it’s a great
location to continue diver education up through to becoming an
instructor. PADI 5 Star Instructor
Development Resorts seem to
be found on every corner and
many offer affordable work/
study/stay programs. This is very
obvious at the nightly gatherings
at local watering holes such as
Sundowner’s Beach Bar where

Queen angelfish on reef. PREVIOUS PAGE: Roatán’s reefs are colorful and beautiful to photograph
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Sunlight pierces
the interior of
Dolphin’s Den

Spinner dolphins
swim next to the
dive boat

ting close to hurricane
season, and although
Roatán isn’t in the hurricane belt, I was still feeling really lucky with the
weather.
Leaving the resort, we
found the ocean calm
as glass. But then, the
glass broke. Looking off
into the blue, a pod of
spinner dolphins was
breaking the calm, rushing over to our boat.
They played on the bow,
darting back and forth,
some spinning off in the
distance. I couldn’t help
but think what a nice
morning it had been so
far.
The Labyrinth. Jumping
in the warm water, our
group of divers were

almost everyone you meet is temporarily “living” on Roatán and
about to become an instructor.
The island is pretty, with birds
and butterflies, white sandy
beaches and a generally laidback attitude. What more could
you ask for? How about amazing
diving?

immediately greeted with pink,
purple, and peach colored sea
fans and sponges. A school of
purple parrotfish swam past, stopping for a second for a bite to
eat, and then continuing on their
way. We followed the dive guide
through maze-like channels of
rock and coral until we reached
the wall drop-off. As if on command, as we looked out into the
blue, an eagle ray swam past.
Returning to the boat, the captain pointed out about 200 yards
to where the dolphins were still
playing, and we spent our surface
interval with them at the bow of
the boat.
Dolphin’s Den. Our second dive
was at Dolphin’s Den. This amazing site got its name from the
skeleton of a dolphin found
inside the cavern many years
ago. No deeper than 12m (40ft),

this dive site has a
large cavern with
tunnels throughout and plenty of
natural light filtering through, sending light beams to
the sea floor. Inside
the cavern were
schools of silversides
and cardinalfish,
and lobsters lived
in the crevasses of
the cavern. I could
have spent hours
inside, but the dive
guide beckoned us
back to the boat 70
minutes later. With

The diving

My leisurely morning continued
with a fantastic huevos rancheros
breakfast and I causally made my
way down to the dive shop to get
ready for my first dive of the day.
With my gear and camera ready,
we headed out to a dive site
called The Labyrinth. It was get-

the first day’s diving complete,
we headed back to the resort for
a relaxing evening.
Rock Star. The next morning, we
headed to a dive site called
Rock Star. This mini-wall was jampacked with colorful sponges, sea
fans and coral. After descending,
a slight current moved us effortlessly along the wall, and we
took in all the fish and marine life
around us. In one area, the wall
turned into a bit of a canyon with
walls on both sides. Down in the
sand was a huge green moray
eel, completely out of the reef,
looking almost as if it was standing, all six feet of it, waiting for us.

Eagle ray swims by, off a reef ledge
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W h ere m od ern t ech n ol og y en h an ces ol d f ash i on diving

W4 5mm

STYLISH SILVER DESIGN LOADED
WITH FEATURES.
W4 is the latest back-zip wetsuit from Waterproof.
After nearly 30 years of experience of making
wetsuits we have put all our knowledge into this
high-quality suit with an eye-catching retro-futuristic
design.
The 3D anatomical design, with pre-bent arms
and legs with stretch panels and gender
specific construction ensures a comfortable
fit and a relaxing body position in the water.
3D-moulded real rubber kneepads are
perfect for the diving instructor who
spends a lot of time on his/her knees
in the water while teaching.

A pretty juvenile damselfish makes a perfect subject on
which to practice macro photography (above); Diver
swims through crevasse at the popular dive site, Mary’s
Place (left)

He posed for photos until we’d gotten
all the shots we could handle, and
then we continued along the wall.

Lionfish Control Program

Back on the boat we talked about
this crazy eel, and our dive guide
explained why it might have been
exhibiting this behavior. As the lionfish plague continues throughout
the Caribbean, Roatán has done
an excellent job of trying to reduce
the problem. Enlisting the local community and visiting divers, the Roatán
45
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Marine
Park has
developed
a Lionfish
Control
Program.
Their aim is
to cull the
lionfish, and
they have
worked
together
with the
Honduran
government
fishing agencies to educate and
distribute spears to the community
to aid in controlling populations. A
lionfish license must be obtained, and
local community members are further
encouraged to hunt lionfish to sell to
popular restaurants where lionfish is
on the menu.
Green moray eels have adapted
to these lionfish hunters and learned
there is a tasty treat at the end of the
spear, which is sometimes shared with
the eels. On several sites through my
week, we came across very friendly
eels interacting with divers and comEDITORIAL
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Double smooth-skin seals at arms
and legs, adjustable neck and a
10mm spinepad, with an extra seal at
the backzipper work together to keep
the cold water out. Seals are designed to fit
WP boots and gloves.
All zippers in top class Vislon from YKK. The
Bronze slider in the back zipper ensures troublefree function for many years.
ToughTex panels at elbows and knees, Bonded HiQ
Nylon Thread and 100% CR Neoprene in all
panels - quality in every detail.

ing very close in hopes of a lionfish
dinner. I’m always intrigued how
every slight impact humans have
on the ocean leads to behavioral
changes we didn’t expect.
While getting rid of the lionfish is a
good thing, eels in close contact with
divers may have mixed results. They
make for fantastic photo subjects,
but it’s a good idea to be aware
of where your fingers are, lest they
become mistaken for eel food.
The impact of the Lionfish Control
Program is very visible on the reefs
compared to other Caribbean
islands. It’s almost difficult to find a
lionfish, which is fantastic. However,
it has been discussed that the lionfish population may unfortunately be
adapting to this shallow-water hunting and are just moving to deeper
waters.

The W4 also features double computer strap
anchors with anti slip, comfort front neck zipper,
inner plush lining, seat and shoulder antislip
reinforcement.

The WPAD™, or the Waterproof
Personal Accessory Dock, is a
soft artfully constructed docking
station located on the right thigh
used for attaching our expandable
pocket.

More diving

The next day, we drove around the
island for a chance to dive the south
shore. My first and only prior visit to
Roatán was ten years ago, and when
the dive guide told us he was taking
us to his favorite site, Mary’s Place,
bells and whistles went through my
head. I remembered this specific
NEWS
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A moray eel poses for a
diver’s camera (left); Wreck
of the El Aguila, an artificially
sunk wreck on the northwest
side of the island (right)

Roatán

Wreck dives

Roatán has several fantastic wrecks that were
artificially sunk for divers.
Near the northwestern
side of the island is the
El Aguila, a 64m (210ft)
cargo vessel. It sits with
the ship’s hull in the sand
at around 30m (100ft) and
has attracted many large
and friendly groupers. In
the sand around the bow,
we found turtles feasting on sea grass and an
eagle ray. As we moved
past the ship into the shallows, there was a beautiful reef with several green
moray eels.
The largest wreck sunk
in Roatán is the Odyssey,
a 90m (300ft) multistory
wreck that can be found
in the sand from 12-35m
(40-110ft) on the northern
coast. Another Roatán
wreck is the Prince Albert,

dive site after all these years, and
couldn’t wait to get underwater
and see it again.
Mary’s Place. Deep cracks with
marine life draping the walls go
down past 100ft with canyon
swim-throughs so skinny that only
one diver at a time can fit in.
We wound our way through the
cracks, being sure not to run into
any of the delicate marine life
coating the wall. Back on the
boat, I remember why I’d loved
this site so much the last time I

which is a 42m (140ft) tanker that
was sunk on the southern shore.
This wreck is covered in healthy
coral growth and attracts plenty
of marine life.

was here.
Roatán’s diving is diverse. There
are wall dives, canyons, caverns,
shallow reef dives, wrecks, sharks,
dolphins and night dives. The reefs
are healthy, with plenty of life,
and you’d have to try really hard
not to see sharks, turtles or rays
on any given dive. Just when I
thought I had seen all of Roatán’s
beauty in reef fish, large sea fans
and huge barrel sponges, I realized there was plenty more to see
than just reefs.

Bottlenose dolphin dives

While I have mixed feelings about
diving with captive animals,
Anthony’s Key Resort is home to
the Roatán Institute for Marine
Science (RIMS) and
they offer diving and
learning interactions
with bottlenose dolphins. I decided it
would be best to see
what was going on
before judging, so I
participated in a dolphin dive.
RIMS’ research
includes dolphin
behavior and health
studies as well as an
“open water program”, which involves
seven dolphins that
are taken out of the
enclosure daily and
brought to a nearby
reef where divers can

see the animals in open water.
The dive started on floating
docks surrounding one of the two
large lagoon enclosures that RIMS
has for their dolphins. A trainer
introduces divers to one of the
dolphins, many of which have
been born at RIMS, and the dolphin we met put on a little bit of
a show letting us rub its back, and
he showed off a bit with a few
flips.
We then took a short, five-minute boat ride out of the lagoon
area and jumped in the water for
a dive. We descended to around
20m (60ft) and were told to stay in
a circle sitting or kneeling on the
sandy bottom. The anticipation
built as we kept looking around
and waiting for the two dolphins
that were supposed to join us.
None showed up for over ten minutes.
Just as I was starting to think
maybe they didn’t want to hang

Banded coral shrimp in barrel sponge
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Photographers capture
images of bottlenose dolphins on the dolphin dive
(left); Bottlenose dolphin
at Anthony’s Key Resort
(below)

Roatán

many large female grey Caribbean reef sharks
showing up daily for the fish snacks the dive
shop puts out for them.
Before I knew it, I was underwater at about
25m(80ft) kneeling in the sand in a sort of
ocean-made auditorium with a coral-covered
rock wall behind me and about 25 sharks putting on a show in front of me. And they were
big! These ladies have clearly been taking
advantage of the snacks provided, and they
cruise around the divers ignoring everyone
(and everything) but the food.
At the start of the dive, the food was left in
a container with the sharks swimming about

out that day, like a lightening flash,
one of the dolphins whizzed by us
in a jet of exhaled bubbles from his
blowhole. As quickly as he showed
up, he was gone, leaving us looking up, down, and all around
again. And then he came back
and there was another dolphin
with him.
With a maximum time set at 45
minutes for the dive, it seemed
from then on that time just flew
by. The dolphins swam up close to
us, between us and all around us.
Slowing down and speeding up,
they looked like they were having
a good old time showing off for
the humans. When the dive guide
told us it was time to come up, we
slowly started to ascend, but very
47
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slowly… so we could spend more
time with the dolphins.
While I still would rather see all
animals in their natural environments and not in captivity, I am
torn, because I also believe programs like this can help to educate the masses, many of whom
might never get the chance to
come across a bottlenose in its
wild habitat. For both children
and adults to see these amazing animals up close can lead to
more people loving them and caring about their welfare and their
ocean habitat that is so greatly
at risk right now. No one will try to
save something they know nothing
about.
For the rest of the day, you
EDITORIAL

FEATURES

couldn’t wipe the smile off my
face. You can’t help but love
dolphins, and I think that some
good can come from programs
such as this one where the animals
are properly cared for and have
adequate enclosures. Obviously,
the animal’s well-being is the most
important thing, but I think (and
truly hope) there is a right way to
do things like this.

Shark dive

All the pretty reefs and beautiful
marine life was starting to get a bit
too “tranquillo” for me, so the dive
shop suggested I head over to
Coxen Hole for a shark dive at the
western tip of the island. The site
is known for close encounters with
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Roatán

Lots of grey Caribbean reef sharks showed up for the photographers (above); One of the dive’s participants gets a great
belly shot of a shark (left); The shark dive was a great place to
practice wide-angle, large animal photography (right)

it. About 20 minutes in the dive, guides
let us swim around to get better shots of
the sharks before sending us back to our
kneeling positions. Then they released the
food, and after several seconds, it had
been devoured, and the sharks disappeared.

And more…

Night dives are not to be missed in
Roatán, if you can hold off on that cerveza at sunset. As the sun sets, the nightly
cast of characters emerges onto the
reefs. We saw fireworms crawling through
48
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the corals, basket stars unfolded in their
full glory, lobsters and octopus feeding and even a rare toadfish made an
appearance.
Roatán is a great place for underwater photography. Many resorts have
their own in-house photo and video pros
(many of them can be found with images gracing the pages of popular dive
magazines such as this one). From beginner to advanced photography, not only
does the island have fantastic teachers,
it also has a huge diversity of marine life
upon which to practice shooting.
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As my week on Roatán came to an
end, I really started to realize that you
can’t ask for much more in a dive location. You can’t go wrong with an island
that has plenty of shallow reef dives, drifts
on deep walls, caverns, wrecks, sharks,
dolphins and night dives—all of which
were rich with marine life. Visibility was
always over 100ft (I was told it can be
a bit less during the rainy season from
October to January), and the water is
warm all year round. The island has over
90 moored dive sites—which says a lot
about Roatán’s commitment to taking
care of the environment and keeping
divers happy. There is diving for all levels
of divers and whatever types of diving
you’re looking for.
The healthy reefs, great marine life,
diversity of diving and beautiful topside
views make a trip to Roatán hard to
WRECKS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

beat, especially since
it is easy to
get to and
affordable.
The laid-back
atmosphere
both above
and below
the surface is
why so many
divers return
to Roatán
and the Bay
Islands over and over again. 

Brandi Mueller is a PADI IDC Staff
Instructor and boat captain living in the
Marshall Islands. When she’s not teaching
scuba or driving boats, she’s most happy
traveling and being underwater with
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a camera. For more information, visit:
Brandiunderwater.com.
REFERENCES:
WWW.TURQUOISEBAYRESORT.COM
WWW.ANTHONYSKEY.COM
WWW.ROATANMARINEPARK.COM
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Roatán are safe, although there are
reports of petty crime such as theft.
Check with locals before venturing too
far off the beaten path to make sure the
area is safe. As with anywhere, do not
carry large amounts of cash or display
expensive electronics or fancy jewelry
unless you are willing to lose them.

Honduras

RIGHT: Location of
Honduras on global map
BELOW: Location of
Roatán on map of Honduras
BOTTOM LEFT: Queen angelfish
BOTTOM RIGHT: Tiny pufferfish
peeks out of large sponge

SOURCE: CIA.GOV WORLD FACTBOOK; XE.COM;
HONDURAS.COM; WIKIPEDIA.COM; TURQUOISEBAYRESORT.COM

History

In 1821, Honduras became
independent of Spain. Military rule followed for two and a half decades until
1982, when a freely elected civilian government came to power. The country
proved a haven during the 1980s for antiSandinista contras fighting the Marxist
Nicaraguan Government. Honduras was
also an ally to Salvadoran Government
forces, which were fighting leftist guerrillas. In 1998, the country was devastated
by Hurricane Mitch, which killed around
5,600 people and caused about US$2 billion in damage. The economy has slowly
rebounded since then. Government:
Democratic constitutional republic.
Capital: Tegucigalpa

Geography

Honduras is located
in Central America and borders the
Caribbean Sea, between Guatemala
and Nicaragua. It also borders the
Gulf of Fonseca (North Pacific Ocean),

between El Salvador and
Nicaragua. Coastline: 820km.
Terrain is mostly mountainous in the interior with narrow
coastal plains. Lowest point:
Caribbean Sea 0m. Highest
point: Cerro Las Minas 2,870m.
Note: While the country has
a short Pacific coast, it has
a long Caribbean shoreline,
including the mostly uninhabited eastern Mosquito Coast.

Climate

Lowlands are subtropical; Mountainous regions
are temperate. Natural hazards include common but
mild earthquakes as well
as frequent damaging hurricanes and floods along the
Caribbean coast.

BELIZE

TRAVEL

Hyperbaric Chambers

Puerto Castilla

increases in current expenditures to
cover increasing public wages. In 2014,
the country embarked on a three-year
IMF stand-by arrangement to improve its
poor fiscal situation. Further plans by the
government address challenges in stimulating economic growth, increasing fiscal
responsibility and transparency,
modernizing the judicial system,
improving infrastructure, reducing violence and promoting
educational opportunities.

San Danlí
Lorenzo
Choluteca

EL SALVADOR

Golto de
Fonseca

NICARAGUA

NORTH PACIFIC
OCEAN

Challenges
include expanding urban population; deforestation due to logging
and clearing of land for agriculture;
soil erosion and further land degradation accelerated by uncontrolled development and farming
of marginal lands; heavy metal
contamination of freshwater sources by mining activities.
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SWAN
ISLANDS

La Ceiba
San Tela
Santa Rosa Pedro
de Copán Sula
Juticalpa
Comayagua
TEGUCIGALPA

Environmental issues

EDITORIAL

There is a high degree of risk
for food or waterborne diseases such
as bacterial diarrhea, hepatitis A and
typhoid fever as well as vector-borne diseases such as dengue fever and malaria
(2013).

GUAT.

Honduras is the second poorest country in Central
America. It suffers from extremely
unequal distribution of income, as
well as high unemployment and
underemployment. Heavily reliant on a narrow range of exports
X-RAY MAG : 71 : 2016
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such as apparel, bananas, and coffee, the nation’s economy is vulnerable
to changes in commodity prices and
natural disasters; but, investments in the
maquila and non-traditional export sectors are contributing to a gradual diversification of the economy. Almost half of
the country’s economic activity is directly
tied to the United States. In 2006, the US
Central America Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA) came into force. It has helped
increase investment, however, security
and political issues may be detering
potential investors. Marginal economic
growth in 2010 will not improve living
standards for those in poverty, which is
almost 65 percent of the population. The
fiscal deficit is growing, despite improvements in tax collections because of
WRECKS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

There is a hyperbaric chamber and clinic
on the island at Anthony’s Key Resort
and at Utila Hyperbaric Chamber,
Bay Islands College of Diving,
Utila, Bay Islands of Honduras
www.dive-utila.com

Websites

Let’s Go Honduras
www.letsgohonduras.com

Currency

Lempiras (HNL)
Exchange rates: 1USD= 22
HNL; 1EUR= 24.85HNL; 1GBP=
33.69HNL; 1AUD= 15.83HNL;
1SGD= 15.58 HNL

Population

8,746,673 (2015
est.); Below poverty: 60% (2010
est.). Ethnic groups: Mestizo
(mixed Amerindian and
European) 90%, Amerindian 7%,
black 2%, white 1%. Religions:
Roman Catholic 97%, Protestant
3%. Internet users: 1.7 million

Language

Spanish and
Amerindian dialects

Security

Generally, the tourist areas in
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