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Mexico is one of the 17 megadiverse countries (identified by Conservation International in 1998)
and if we are looking at the diversity of reptile species, it ranks as second after Australia
with an impressive 837 identified species.

54 DIVERS FOR THE ENVIRONMENT, DECEMBER 2014

DECEMBER 2014, DIVERS FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 55

Most of the visitors come to Mexico to enjoy
some time off on one of the amazing beaches or
visit the Aztec, Mayan or many other historical
sites which are found practically everywhere in
this huge and amazingly rich country.

diving activities can be found here in Mexico –
namely getting in the water with nice big salt
water crocodiles. So let’s talk about this unique
experience, let’s talk about how it is to be in
the water with the dragons of the Caribbean.

But Mexico is not only for those who are
looking for a “traditional” vacation.This country
has everything to offer adventure seekers and
of course, divers. There are cave and cavern
dives for every level of experience, world class
shark dives, the second longest reef system in
the world, whale sharks, manta rays and sailfish
in amazing numbers, just to mention a few.
Mexico is one of the 17 megadiverse countries
(identified by Conservation International in
1998) and if we are looking at the diversity
of reptile species, it ranks as second after
Australia with an impressive 837 identified
species. Knowing this, it is not a surprise that
one of the most exhilarating wildlife and

for Manatees and of course awesome diving.
It is easy to spend days with great diving in
Xcalak, but the real adventure starts 36
nautical miles offshore.

There are wrecks from different ages here, at
least two Spanish Galleons and a huge ferry
which was washed away from Cozumel by
Hurricane Wilma in 2005.

To get up-close and personal with salt water
crocodiles, one needs to travel around a
little bit. To be more exact, it is a five to six
hour long drive from Cancun (which has an
international airport with great connections)
towards the Mexican-Belizean border line.
There lies a small fishing village on the idyllic
Caribbean beach called Xcalak which is the
starting point of this extreme, unique and
(well let’s be honest) crazy adventure.

Banco Chinchorro is the biggest coral atoll
on the whole northern hemisphere and it
is a unique and very valuable habitat. Banco
Chinchorro is really big, it covers an area of
800 square kilometers. It has three islands
(Cayo Norte, Cayo Central and Cayo Lobos)
but the overall land area of these is only 6.7
square kilometers. The natural vegetation on
the islands is mostly mangroves, which gives
space for open woodlands as you get further
from the shore.

Xcalak, with its 375 inhabitants, is a small
and hidden place, but for the nature lovers it
offers some great opportunities – snorkelling
trips on a nice and remote stretch of the
Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, boat trips to look

The surrounding reef system is one of
the healthiest Caribbean underwater
environments that a diver can visit these days,
not to mention the numerous shipwrecks
which having found their resting place here.

Some divers are arriving from the coastal
towns for two or three dive day trips to
Chinchorro, but due to the distance, it never
became a major destination. This is very good
news for those few who decide to take the
long trip from Cancun and sometimes wait
days to get the right weather conditions to be
able to cross there. Diving in the Caribbean
is great, especially if you manage to dive on
sites which are not visited by a huge amount
of divers, but in the last two years something
else started to draw the attention of visitors
to Chinchorro. Something much bigger than
the usual fauna of the reef system. Something
big and very ancient – the Dragons of the
Caribbean, the American (or Salt Water)
Crocodiles (Crocodylus acutus).
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There is a steady population of these
crocodiles living on the islands within the
mangrove channels and in the shallow waters
surrounding the islands. They are sharing this
habitat with a handful of local fishermen
who are living in dwellings on stilts about 60100 meters from the shore. This is the only
way someone can live on Chinchorro since
private construction is prohibited on the
three islands. The only other residents are
living on a research and ranger station and
they are responsible for the protection of the
crocodiles and the entire reserve (Chinchorro
is a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve).
Fishing around the reserve is strictly regulated,
only a handful of local fishermen have permits
to do so and even they are only allowed to
use simple and traditional fishing techniques
which in these regulated numbers, will not
affect the ecosystem of the park. These local
fishermen living around Cayo Centro, are

making the crocodile encounters possible (as
are of course, the local authorities who supply
the permits for this trip).
After a day of fishing, the fishermen come
back to their little cabins over the shallow
water and the first thing they do is clean
freshly caught fish. The guts, the scales and the
heads go straight into the water, along with the
fish blood. The crocodiles living close by in the
mangroves have learnt the habits of fishermen
a long time ago, and as soon as the boats arrive
back from a long day of work, the crocodiles
come in closer as well. They wait patiently for
the bits and pieces thrown into the water.
This is clearly a changed behavior for the
crocodiles, but it is one which came from
the co-existence of fishermen and the local
wildlife around Banco Chinchorro. Crocodiles
and humans live together in peace and since
the local regulations try to respect both the
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animals and the local traditional fishermen, this
relationship has been left alone. In exchange, the
fishermen allow or sometimes even help the
researchers monitor the crocodile populations.
One of the families working and living
(temporarily) around Cayo Centro, has offered
to share their little and very simple hut with
those coming here to get in the water with the
crocodiles.This is the only way to stay in Banco
Chinchorro and to plan a multi-day expedition
which is essential to spend enough time in
the water for a great encounter. Because of
the limited space provided in the hut and to
comply with the permit provided by the local
authorities, only six people maximum can
visit and stay on Banco Chinchorro at a time.
Since the season for the crocodiles is relatively
short (from June to early September due to
temperature and weather) only a handful
of people can experience this incredible
encounter every year.
In order to be able to decide if you would
want to be one of these chosen few, here is
a personal description of the experience in
second person. Just let your imagination free
and let’s see how you will feel – excited or
scared out of your mind?
…it is early in the morning and you are
waking up with the sunlight. You are rested,

the hammock was more comfortable than
you had expected. Slowly the others wake
up as well and the excited conversation starts
almost instantly. All of you have seen crocodiles
before, but the thought of getting in the water
with one (or more) makes everyone excited.
Some of you have done many shark dives, but
the idea of crocodiles, moves something even
in the bravest of the brave.
The talk and excitement continues whilst having
a morning coffee and breakfast. You can’t wait
to jump in the water but you know it is too
early, the sun is not high enough and it is not
warm enough.These ancient monsters need to
warm up before they can come out to “play”.
You spend the remaining time setting up your
camera, checking every detail methodically and
then checking everything again.You want to be
ready when the time comes.
Your guides are preparing themselves as well,
instead of cameras, they have long sticks which
will help to make sure the crocodiles keep
their distance. Just the thought of it makes
your heart pump a little faster, but they ensure
you the use of those sticks is very rarely
needed. The crocodiles feed only on fish on
Chinchorro (no other food source) so you are
not something they would have on their menu.
As the morning becomes warmer, your local
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captain starts to call the crocodiles. This is
easier than you would think. All he needs to do
is get a bucket, fill it with seawater, then pour
it right back in to make a noise very similar
to that when the fishermen are washing off
the guts and blood of the freshly cleaned
fish. He continues this process with stoic
calmness while you start to scan the edge of
the mangroves for something big, something
swimming toward the cabin.
You don’t need to wait too long, the first
crocodile, a big one – almost three meters,
appears at the edge of the vegetation and
slowly but steadily starts to swim in your
direction. You are happy that what you had
planned for months, is soon to become a
reality, but another process starts in your mind
as well, a natural process – your body tries to
signal to you that something is approaching,
something big and scary, so you should get
out of there. But you know this reaction
from before, you were actually expecting and
waiting for it. It’s your addiction to adrenaline.
As the crocodile gets closer to the cabin and
the small dive boat tied right next to it, you
get ready. You put a weight belt on, clean your
mask and make sure your camera is ready.Your
guide slowly lowers himself in the water using
the ladder on the dive boat. With the long stick
in hand, he scans the area to make sure he

knows where the crocodile is at all times and
that no other crocodile appears as a surprise.
The captain puts the bucket down as it is no
longer needed and picks up a long and strong
fishing line prepared a while before. It has a
dead lion fish tied to it without a hook – an
invasive species in the Caribbean – a win-win
situation for all participants. This bait is used
to direct the crocodile to the desired spot to
have it close to the divers, but in a safe position.
So everything is ready with safety measures
in place and the beast is right where you
want it to be. Two people get in the water
at a time and you are lucky to be in the first
round. Twenty minutes of face to face with a
crocodile awaits you, so you take a slow and
calming breath, then you carefully get in the
water step by step.Your camera is in your hand
soon after and you find yourself standing in
the shallow water just a few meters from the
crocodile. You have to take another big breath
just to calm your nerves and lower yourself
so your head is in the water. The visibility is
great, even from where you are you can see
the massive crocodile, but you know you have
to get closer. You want to get closer…walking
carefully and as slow as humanly possible, you
approach the crocodile and your guide who is
close to the monster. As you get close enough,
he steps right next to you with the stick ready
but still.
You lower yourself a bit more, the water is
shallow enough to be on your knees, you take
a quick look around just to make sure there is

no other crocodile behind you, and then finally
you stare right into its eyes. You are less than
a meter away, your breath so slow and silent
as never before. The crocodile knows about
you, there is no question about it as it turns
its head a bit, just enough to be able to stare
back at you. It seems your vision plays tricks
on you, one second all you see is the eye of
the crocodile, the next second, the big pointy
teeth sticking out of its mouth. It takes time
for the level of adrenaline to lower enough to
take the whole experience in at once – the
massive reptile laying in front of you, the long
tail, strong legs, the scales. It looks so different
and so natural from in the water, that your
image of crocodiles changes forever at that
very moment.
You spend a full twenty minutes with the
crocodile, watching it swim away for a bit, then
it comes in close again and on one occasion,
it did a close inspection around you just as if it
wanted to look at you from every angle. Close
to the end of your twenty minutes, you hear
the captain calling from outside of the water
just to tell you a second smaller crocodile is
heading towards you. The smaller crocodile
approaches quicker than the one before, but
does not come close enough for the need
of the guide’s stick. You spend a few more
minutes with the two animals in the water,
then carefully exit the water to give space for
the other two waiting their turn.
You sit at the edge of the cabin, warming up
in the sun while watching the others in the

water. It just looks surreal how close they are
to the two crocodiles, probably more so, since
you have been right where they are now. Your
body relaxes slowly and finally you can smile,
a smile triggered by happiness and a dozen
of other mixed emotions. You know you have
some time to relax, but you also know that in
the next forty minutes, you are getting back in
the water. And you also know, this was only the
first day of your amazing expedition.
After reading this personal description, it
becomes clear that even though this wildlife
encounter is clearly one of the most amazing
and exciting ones to have, at the same time, it
is not for everyone.
If you felt fear or horror while reading it, you
should probably not choose to do this, but in
case you felt excitement, adrenaline and can’t
wait to hop on a plane and get to Chinchorro
– well then act fast since the spots for 2015
are almost all gone and 2016 is booking up
as well.
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