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habitats for generations to come.

MORIAH QUINN Excitement builds as our boat nears our destination and the dark shadows in the water grow
larger. We see nurse sharks everywhere, circling at the surface. Everyone looks over the edge of

¥y © f the boat in amazement at the big bodies slipping through the water. We quickly don our flippers
and masks and jump into the ocean. In front of me, numerous nurse sharks curiously come to

MORIAH QUINN & FABRICE DUDENHOFER take a closer look at the snorkellers in the water, before they swim back down to the sandy
seafloor to continue their naps. Our tour guide for the day, Captain Amado, claps his hands

m together underwater to get our attention as a giant eagle ray swims directly towards me. I pull my
underwater camera up to my mask to capture images as the ray looks at me, gliding right past
before continuing down the reef. I squeal in the snorkel with delight, excited about the pure

UNSAVE STORY o magic of the moment.

All of these incredible wildlife experiences happened in less than 10 minutes in the Hol Chan
underwater marine preserve. In Central America, the coastal country of Belize is home to the
biggest portion of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, the second-largest Barrier Reef in the world,
which sports the highest concentration of marine biodiversity in the Atlantic.

I recently had the chance to visit the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef and stay on Caye Caulker, a
small limestone coral island less than a mile wide and five miles long. This ocean paradise allows
no cars so that the main modes of transport are walking, biking, and using golf carts.

With 40% of the Belizean economy attributed to tourism, it’s vital to have sustainable and
environmentally-friendly tourism along the barrier reef system. Unfortunately, as I learned
throughout my time on the island, many tour companies are falling behind on this objective. Yet,
with around 30 snorkelling tour companies on the island, there are some providers that have an
eye on sustainability and responsible wildlife encounters. Captain Amado of Reef Friendly Tours
is one of them.
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On our tour, he identified and told all visitors many facts about the local fish, coral, and wildlife.
As we swam over the reef, he would point out animals, telling us about the conservation efforts
and issues these creatures face as we all bobbed at the ocean’s surface before sticking our faces
back into the water to find the next reef inhabitant we could learn more about. Before we would
get into the water, he ensured that we knew how to properly use the snorkel gear so as not to
cause harm to the environment. Captain Amado also urged us not to get too close to the
animals, causing unnecessary stress or harassment. He enforced protection laws like with
manatees, ensuring we all kept a safe distance.

One of the primary differences that sets this tour operator apart, I learned, is that they have
never fed or baited the wildlife to provide entertainment for tourists. This contrasts with most
tour options on the island, as most will provide sardines to attract sharks and rays. Captain
Amado explained that nurse sharks are scavengers as we sat in his boat on the clear blue water.
“Their job is to clean the reef,” said Captain Amado. “Normally, they would feed on lobsters,
lobster carcasses, crabs, and these types of things. Some of them even go as far as to eat algae
from the coral””

Due to the nurse sharks getting fed sardines by humans, they are not scavenging the reef like
they should. Captain Amado explains: “The things that they’re supposed to take away from this
world, from around the reef, is accumulating and suffocating the coral” He tells me that feeding
the sharks changes their behaviour over time. The animals get conditioned to depend on the
boats for food, so when you go to Shark and Ray Ally in Hol Chan or Caye Caulker Marine
Reserve, the sharks come up close to the boat, which is not considered a normal behaviour.
“They come to the boat now because they’re expecting something from you,” said Amado.

| FEEDING THE SHARKS CHANGES THEIR BEHAVIOUR OVER TIME.

While travelling from Hol Chan Marine Reserve back towards Caye Caulker, he spotted a
loggerhead sea turtle in the water. Carefully, he slowed the boat. Grabbing my underwater

camera and snorkelling gear, I got into the water and swam closer to the majestic sea creature. It
was my first time seeing and swimming with a loggerhead, and I was thrilled to have this
encounter. I took a few photos as the sea turtle swam by. To my surprise, the curious animal
swam back to me, checking me out before swimming down and returning for a third look. It was
amazing to witness its curiosity.

On my last snorkelling trip with Captain Amado, I witnessed the negative sides of wildlife
tourism here off Caye Caulker. When we went to Shark and Ray Alley in the Caye Caulker
Marine Reserve, we were the only boat at first. The nurse sharks rested on the sea floor as if they
knew that Amado is not the boat that would feed them. I slipped into the water, taking photos of
the southern stingrays and nurse sharks resting in the swaying seagrass. Suddenly, more and
more sharks started to wake up and swim away and soon, all the rays and sharks that were
resting in this area of the reef were gone. I popped my head out of the water to see what was
happening and noticed that another snorkelling boat just joined us on the reef.

I 'swam over to the other boat, curious to witness the different experience and behaviour of the
animals. A large, swirling ball of sharks was gathered off the side of the boat, each fighting for
their chance to grab a piece of the sardines being thrown into the water by the tour guide. Giant
southern stingrays circled the sharks, and most snorkellers were not even watching this spectacle

as they stood with their heads out of the water.
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Overwhelmed by what I was experiencing, I swam back to Captain Amado’s boat in the strong
currents as the wind began to pick up. Though seeing so many sharks in a dense ball may be
cool, it was nothing like the peaceful encounters I had on my tour boat.

“We're just not using the word eco-friendly. We actually mean it. Our boats are equipped with
low-emission engines,” says Captain Amado, “so we don’t cause any more pollution.” They
encourage all their tour participants to bring reusable water bottles to the shop to get them filled
before the trips to reduce the amount of plastic pollution. Captain Amado also provides lunch to
his tourists in reusable containers and encourages them to use reef-friendly sunscreen or sun-
protective shirts, taking all the steps necessary to minimise their environmental impact.

As tourists, we can positively — and negatively - impact delicate marine environments. It is our
responsibility to research different tour providers, ask questions, read reviews, and educate
ourselves. “Wherever you travel, you know, try to do things the right way,” Captain Amado says,
“the whole planet is under a lot of stress. You wouldn’t want to contribute to that. You'd want to
lessen that stress and lessen that impact.”
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| YOU'D WANT TO LESSEN THAT STRESS AND LESSEN THAT IMPACT.
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