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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub

   
   
   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.

   
   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 

   
   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 

   
   Every area of the destination has a clear and beautifully presented map. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen. 

   
    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to Belize
This Central American eco-pioneer may be petite, but it offers a huge range of extraordinary experiences: snorkel the longest Barrier Reef in the Americas; dive the inky depths of the Blue Hole; and embark on thigh-aching treks up soaring Maya pyramids. And, while geographically Belize is Central American, at heart it's Caribbean – offering a unique blend of both cultures.
Belize is wedged into the northeastern corner of Central America, and features some of the most breathtaking coastal scenery – both above and below water – in the Caribbean. Throw in vast archeological sites and wildlife to rival that of any destination in the region, and it's easy to see why the number of visitors increases every year.
Belizean territory comprises marginally more sea than land, and for most visitors the sea is the main attraction. Lying just offshore is one of the country's, and the continent's, most astonishing natural wonders – the dazzling turquoise shallows and cobalt depths of the barrier reef. Beneath the surface, a brilliant technicolour world of fish and corals awaits divers and snorkellers, while a chain of islands known as cayes, scattered along the entire reef, protects the mainland from the ocean swell and holds more than a hint of tropical paradise. Beyond the reef lie the real jewels in Belize's natural crown – three of only four coral atolls in the Caribbean.
Belize has long been at the forefront of protecting its natural wonders and the country currently has the greatest proportion of protected land (over forty percent) in the hemisphere. As a result, the densely forested interior remains relatively untouched. The rich tropical forests support a tremendous range of wildlife, including howler and spider monkeys, tapirs and pumas, jabiru storks and scarlet macaws. Although it's the only Central American country without a volcano, Belize does have some rugged uplands – the Maya Mountains, situated in the south-central region and rising to over 3600ft. The country's main rivers start here, flowing north and east to the Caribbean, forming some of the largest cave systems in the Americas on the way.
In addition to these natural attractions, Belize boasts a wealth of archeological remains. Rising mysteriously out of the forests are the ruins of the ancient cities of the Maya, the civilization that dominated the area from around 2000 BC until the arrival of the Spanish. Although only a few sites in Belize have been as extensively restored as the great Maya cities of Mexico's Yucatán Pensinsula, many are at least as large, and in their forest settings you'll see more wildlife and fewer tour buses.
Culturally, Belize is a unique blend of races and cultures that includes Caribbean, Central American, Maya, mestizo, African and European. English is the official language – Belize only gained full independence from Britain in 1981 – and Spanish is equally common, but it's the rich, lilting Kriol, based on English but essentially Caribbean, that's spoken and understood by almost every Belizean.
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Where to go
Belize is an ideal place to explore independently; even on a short visit you'll be able to take in both the cayes and the heartland of the ancient Maya. Almost every visitor will have to spend at least some time in chaotic Belize City, even if only passing through, as it's the hub of the country's transport system. Nearby, the Belize Zoo is easily the best in Central America and well worth making a special effort to visit.
Northern Belize is relatively flat and often swampy, with a large proportion of agricultural land. Lamanai, near Orange Walk, is one of the most impressive Maya sites in Belize, while the lagoons, at Shipstern Nature Reserve on the northeast coast and inland at Crooked Tree, provide superb protected habitats for the country's abundant wildlife, parti­cularly birds. In the northwest is the vast Río Bravo Conservation and Management Area, where you might have close encounters with the wildlife.
The mainland coast is almost entirely low-lying marsh – wonderful for wildlife, but for swimming and underwater activities you'll need to visit the cayes. The largest, Ambergris Caye, draws over half of all Belize's tourists, with the tiny resort town of San Pedro their main destination; Caye Caulker, to the south, is the most popular island for independent travellers. Organized diving and snorkelling day-trips are available to the wonderful atolls of the Turneffe Islands and Lighthouse Reef.
In the west, San Ignacio and its environs offer everything the eco-­tourist could want: Maya ruins and rainforest, rivers and caves and excellent, low-impact accommo­dation in every price range. Caracol, the largest Maya site in Belize, is a routine day-trip from here, while the magnificent ruins of Xunantunich lie en route to the Guatemalan border. Cross the border and a few hours later you can be in Tikal, one of the greatest of all Maya cities.
Dangriga, the main town of the south-central region, is a jumping-off point for visitors to the central cayes and Glover's Reef, Belize's most remote atoll. Further south, on the coast, is the quiet Garifuna village of Hopkins, while the delightful, relaxed fishing village of Placencia, at the tip of a long, curving peninsula, has some of the country's best beaches. Inland, at the village of Maya Centre, lies the road to Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (the Jaguar Reserve) and the trailhead to Victoria Peak, Belize's most majestic mountain. The majority of visitors to the coastal community of Punta Gorda, the main town of Toledo District, are on their way by boat to or from Puerto Barrios in Guatemala. Venture inland, however, and you'll come across the villages of the Mopan and Kekchí Maya, set in lovely countryside and surrounded by the country's only true rainforest. Here are yet more caves, rivers and Maya sites, including Lubaantun, source of the enigmatic Crystal Skull.
Fact file >
The Garifuna >
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Fact file
• Belize shares a border with Mexico to the north and Guatemala to the west and south; to the east is the Caribbean Sea. Belize's 8666 square miles of land is roughly equal to that of Massachusetts or Wales, and it has a slightly greater area of territorial sea. Tourism is now the mainstay of the economy, but agriculture and fishing still play important roles.
• Belize has a bicameral National Assembly, consisting of a House of Representatives with 29 members and a twelve-member Senate. The government is headed by the Prime Minister but, as Belize is a constitutional monarchy, the head of state is Queen Elizabeth II, represented in Belize by the Governor-General, who is always a Belizean.
• Belize's national anthem is "Land of the Free by the Carib Sea", and a recording by schoolchildren is broadcast every morning at 6am on Love FM. The national animal is the Baird's tapir, the national bird is the keel-billed toucan, the national flower is the black orchid and the national tree is the mahogany tree; you can see all of these at the Belize Zoo.



< Back to Where to go
The Garifuna
One of Belize's most interesting ethnic groups is the Garifuna (or Garinagu), descendants of escaped African slaves and indigenous Caribbean islanders. Today they thrive along the southern coast, particularly in the villages of Dangriga, Hopkins, Seine Bight, Punta Gorda and Barranco. Most carry out a subsistence lifestyle, with women working the farms and preparing meals, men heading to sea before daybreak to fish and children helping with family chores.
Their culture is exuberantly displayed on November 19, Garifuna Settlement Day, a national holiday celebrating their historic arrival in Belize in the early nineteenth century. Many Garifuna re-enact their migration in dories loaded with drums, cassava, banana leaves, palm fronds and flags of yellow, white and black. This is also a great time to catch enthusiastic displays of the Garifuna's impressive musical heritage, including drumming and punta. Equally festive are rituals surrounding the deceased: the beluria is a nine-day devotional ceremony for the dead, and the dugu is a sacred rite involving ancestral spirit worship.



< Back to Where to go

When to go
Due to Belize's subtropical latitude, the weather is always warm by European standards, and often hot and very humid. The climate in any one place is largely determined by altitude: evenings in the forests of the Mountain Pine Ridge are generally pleasantly cool, while the lowland jungle is always steamy and humid. On the cayes, the sun's heat is tempered by near-constant ocean breezes.
Although Belize has its dry and rainy seasons, you'll find that the sun shines most of the year, and while rain can fall in any month, it's rarely persistent enough to ruin a holiday. The dry season runs roughly from February to May, and the last couple of months before the rains come can be stiflingly hot. During the rainy season, from around June to November, mornings are generally clear while afternoons can be drenched by an hour or two of downpours. During especially heavy rains, rural roads may be flooded and journeys delayed, particularly in the south. The worst of the rains fall in September and October, which is also the height of the hurricane season, though most severe storms follow a track well to the north of Belize. If you're out on the cayes or near the coast you'll need to leave, but rest assured that Belize has an efficient warning system and a network of shelters. The rain can continue into December, a time when cold fronts, known locally as "northers", sometimes lower temperatures to 10°C for a couple of days.
With all this in mind, the best time of year to visit Belize is from late December to March, when the vegetation is still lush and the skies are gene­rally clear. This is also the main tourist season and therefore the priciest time to visit. Plenty of people visit during the summer months, too – a period that's appropriately promoted by the tourism industry as the "green season".
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17 things not to miss 
It's not possible to see everything that Belize has to offer in one trip – and we don't suggest you try. What follows is a selective and subjective taste of the country's highlights: outstanding natural attractions, underwater wonders, Maya ruins and distinctive cultural traditions. All entries have a reference to take you straight into the Guide, where you can find out more.

01  The Belize Barrier Reef  • For spellbinding natural beauty, it's hard to beat a snorkelling or diving trip to the Belize Barrier Reef, the longest in the western hemisphere, and where you might see everything from turtles to tropical fish.
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02  Toucans  • The unmistakable keel-billed toucan is the national bird of Belize and, though found almost anywhere, is best seen in the village of Sittee River.
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03  The Museum of Belize   • This museum features excellent collections of painted Maya ceramics and jade jewellery. A visit here is one of Belize City's highlights.
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04  Caves  • Belize has many spectacular caves, among them those at Barton Creek and Río Frio. Many are partly filled with water and hold Maya artefacts that haven't seen daylight for centuries.
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05  The Blue Hole  • On Lighthouse Reef, dive the inky depths of the coral-encrusted Blue Hole, an enormous circular cavern over 980ft across – or fly over it in a light plane or helicopter.
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06  Caracol  • The greatest of Belize's ancient Maya cities is gradually revealing its history and attracting more visitors every year.
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07  The Belize Zoo  • Enjoy close encounters with the animals and birds of Central America at this charming and well-run little zoo.
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08  Garifuna drumming  • Listen to the rhythms of Africa pulsing through the Caribbean as the drumbeats of the Garifuna proclaim their unique cultural heritage.
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09  Lobster-Fest  • Ambergris Caye, Caye Caulker and Placencia celebrate the opening of the lobster season around June, with a festival featuring music and dancing – and of course sampling the catch.
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10  Tikal  • Across the Guatemalan border is the monumental Maya city of Tikal, looming out of a magnificent protected rainforest.
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11  Watersports on the cayes  • A supremely relaxing way to spend the day is to take one of many sailing trips available from the cayes; for an adrenaline-charged alternative, try windsurfing.
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12  The Mountain Pine Ridge  • Hike the hills, peaks and gorges of this vast forest reserve, taking in the majesty of the tallest waterfall in Central America and perhaps staying in a luxurious riverside lodge.
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13  Placencia  • This relaxed, southern fishing village is renowned for the beauty of its beaches.
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14  Carnival  • The music and energy of Carnival in Belize City is the highlight of the "September Celebrations", which commemorate Independence Day and the Battle of St George's Caye.
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15  Ambergris Caye  • Enjoy sun and surf on Belize's largest and most popular island; come nightfall, hit the lively beach bars in San Pedro.
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16  San Ignacio  • San Ignacio, the adventure centre of western Belize, also has one of the best markets in the country.
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17  Lamanai  • More than two thousand years ago Lamanai was the largest city anywhere in the Maya world; today, take an exciting riverboat journey to see its massive temples rising out of the jungle.
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Getting there
Although most visitors arrive by air at the international airport outside Belize City, it's also possible to reach Belize by bus or boat from neighbouring countries  . A pair of domestic airlines facilitate transport around the country once you arrive. An international airport is under construction in Placencia, with completion set for 2012.
Airfare prices from the US rise during the high season (December to early April, especially around Christmas and Easter) and also in July and August for flights originating in Europe. At these times seat availability can be a problem: flying mid-week and booking ahead are good ideas.
Flights from North America >
Flights from the UK and Ireland >
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa >
Overland from Mexico >
Airlines, agents and operators >


Flights from North America
Four US airlines fly nonstop directly to Belize: American Airlines, Continental, Delta and US Airways. El Salvador-based TACA also has nonstop flights from Houston. There are occasionally direct flights from Toronto, Canada; otherwise, you can generally get same- or next-day connections to the hubs above from Vancouver, Toronto and Montréal.
Typical prices from the US are around US$550 (low season)/600–900 (high season) from New York; US$550/900–1200 from Seattle; and US$500/800–900 from Houston. From Canada (Toronto, Montréal and Ottawa) expect to pay around Can$930 (low season)/1100 (high season) and from Vancouver, Can$850/940–1600.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from the UK and Ireland
Visitors from the UK and Ireland have two options for getting to Belize, neither of which involves a direct flight (though several runways are being expanded at Belize Inter­national Airport to eventually facilitate direct flights from Europe). The first option is to fly to one of the US hubs and then take a connecting flight. Unfortunately, this invariably means passing through the officious US immigration system; you must have a machine-readable passport and leave ample time to obtain either a US visa-waiver online, or a US visa (see Entry requirements).
Although flying from London gives you the widest choice of flights to the US and onwards to Belize, you can sometimes get flights from Manchester, Birmingham, Glasgow and other UK airports for the same price. A scheduled return flight to Belize City on American, Delta, Continental, US Airways or Virgin (in conjunction with TACA) will cost around £500–550 in low season (Feb & Nov to mid-Dec) and £700–1000 in high season (July, Aug, mid-Dec to Jan & Easter).
The second option is to fly to Mexico and continue overland. Several European airlines fly directly to Mexico City or Cancún, often a considerably cheaper route than flying through the US. Many US airlines operating from the UK also have well-priced flights to Mexico via a US hub. From Mexico City, you can fly directly to Chetumal daily with Click Airways (52/55 5322 6262, www.clickmx.com), for around £100, and continue by bus to Belize from there. Maya Island Air (www.mayaregional.com) also has flights between Cancún and Belize City, while there are hourly buses from Cancún to Chetumal (5hr).
From Ireland, Continental and American Airlines fly direct from Belfast and Dublin to Houston, Newark or another US city requiring transit to one of the US hubs. You can also get flights from Belfast or Dublin to London and then connect with one of the transatlantic flights. Fares from Belfast to Belize (via the US) are similar to or sometimes lower than those from London, around £550 (low season)/850 (high season). From Dublin to Belize you can expect to pay around €770/1200. Alternatively, you can fly direct from Ireland to Mexico and continue overland; discount fares from Belfast to Cancún range from £500–680 return. The same airlines also often have good deals on flights from Dublin to Cancún from €800.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
With no direct flights from Australasia to Belize, you'll have to fly to the US first, generally and least expensively to Los Angeles. Flights via Asia are longer and cost more, but you often get a subsidized overnight stay in the carrier's home city. For most Australasian airlines, low season is mid-January to the end of February and October to the end of November; high season is mid-May to the end of August and December to mid-January.
From Australia, the cheapest fares (from Sydney and most of the eastern state capitals) via Los Angeles to Belize City (on Qantas and Delta, TACA via San Salvador or Continental via Houston) generally start at Aus$2900 (low season) and Aus$3700 (high season). Departing from Perth or Darwin can be Aus$400–650 higher. From New Zealand (Auckland) the cheapest flights to Belize City are via Los Angeles (on Air Tahiti Nui or Air New Zealand and Delta), around NZ$2800/3500. Flying to Cancún or Mexico City from any of these cities is several hundred dollars cheaper than flying into Belize.
From South Africa, you can fly to the US or to the UK and continue your journey from there. Flights from Johannesburg to Belize City (via Atlanta and London on Delta or South African Airways) start around R13,770 in the low season and R21,540 in the high season.
< Back to Getting there
Overland from Mexico
Flying into Cancún or Mexico City from a non-US origin is an attractive option for travellers who don't want to tangle with US immigration. Click Airways (52/55 5322 6262, www.clickmx.com) runs daily flights from Mexico City to Chetumal, just north of the Belizean border. Maya Island Air offers flights between Cancún and Belize City. Aside from this option, buses also shuttle between the two countries. Buses in Mexico are fairly fast, and there are regular connections between every Mexican city and the capital, and good connections from there to the town of Chetumal (around 22hr), close to the Belizean border. From Chetumal, several Belizean and Guatemalan bus companies depart for Orange Walk and onward to Belize City. Buses leave generally throughout the morning, with fewer in the afternoon. Note that if you've spent fewer than three days in Mexico, you shouldn't have to pay an exit fee.
Travelling overland from the US through Mexico is a long, two- to three-day haul, but allows you to see some of the country on the way. Greyhound buses (1-800/229-9424, www.greyhound.com) run regularly to all major US-Mexico border crossings, and some even take you over the frontier and into the Mexican bus station.
Heading south by car gives you more freedom but involves a good deal of bureaucracy. You'll need a credit card to pay a bond to ensure you don't sell the car in Mexico, and separate insurance to cover your drive through the country; purchase it from Sanborns (1-800/222-0158, www.sanbornsinsurance.com) at the US-Mexico border. Crossing the Belizean border with a car can entail large customs charges (payable in cash only), particularly if you plan to leave your vehicle in the country.
US, Canadian, EU, South African, Australian and New Zealand driving licences are valid in Mexico and Belize, but it's a good idea to arm yourself with an Inter­national Driving Licence as well; contact your local driving authority to obtain one. For details on driving in Belize, see By car.
Six steps to a better kind of travel
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. This means that now more than ever it's important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you're visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you can make a difference:
• Consider what you're contributing to the local economy, and how much the services you use do the same, whether it's through employing local workers and guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.
• Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.
• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
• Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful night flights.
• Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by bike or on foot where possible.
• Make your trips "climate neutral" via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.
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Airlines, agents and operators
Airlines
Aeroméxico www.aeromexico.com. 

Air New Zealand www.airnz.com. 

Air Tahiti Nui www.airtahitinui-usa.com. 

American Airlines www.aa.com. 

British Airways www.ba.com. 

Click Airways www.clickmx.com. 

Continental  www.continental.com. 

Delta www.delta.com. 

JAL www.japanair.com. 

Maya Island Air www.mayaregional.com. 

Mexicana www.mexicana.com. 

TACA www.taca.com. 

Tropic Air www.tropicair.com. 

US Airways www.usairways.com. 

Qantas www.qantas.com. 

United Airlines www.ual.com. 

Agents and operators
Adventure Life 1-800/344-6118, www.adventure-life.com. Specialists in small-group travel and customized itineraries to wilderness areas and nature reserves in Latin America.


Close Encounters 1-888/875-1822, www.belizecloseencounters.com. Small company, experienced in arranging individual itineraries for all budgets to Belize.


Gap Adventures 1-800/708-7761, www.gapadventures.com. Canadian company offering a wide range of group trips (some camping) with diving and kayaking in the Yucatán, Belize and throughout Central America.


Global Travel Club 01268/541 363, www.global-travel.co.uk. Small company specializing in diving, adventure and cultural tours to Belize, Mexico and all of Central America.


International Expeditions 1-800/633-4734, www.internationalexpeditions.com. Natural history tours and individual itineraries throughout Latin America, including Belize and Tikal.


Island Expeditions 1-800/667-1630, www.islandexpeditions.com. Vancouver-based company, with sea and river kayaking expeditions to Belize and other destinations in Central America.


Journeys International 1-800/255-8735, www.journeys.travel. Nature and cultural tours to Belize and the rest of Central America.


Journey Latin America UK 020/8747 8315, www.journeylatinamerica.co.uk. One of the industry leaders for airfares and tours to Latin America, with good prices on high-season flights.


Latin American Escapes 1-800/510-5999, www.latinamericanescapes.com. Adventure and diving holidays in Belize.


Naturetrek 01962/733 051, www.naturetrek.co.uk. Superb birdwatching trips led by expert naturalists.


North South Travel UK 01245/608 291, www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.


Reef and Rainforest Tours 01803/866 965, www.reefandrainforest.co.uk. Tours focusing on nature reserves, research projects and diving in Belize, Honduras and Costa Rica.


Slickrock Adventures 1-800/390-5715, www.slickrock.com. One of the better adventure companies, offering sea kayaking and jungle and river (some whitewater) expeditions in Belize.


STA Travel US 1-800/781-4040, UK 0871/230 0040, Australia 134 782, New Zealand 0800/474 400, South Africa 0861/781 781; www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel; also discount student fares.


USIT Ireland 01/602 1906, Northern Ireland 028/9032 7111; www.usit.ie. Ireland's main student and youth travel specialists.


Travel CUTS Canada 1-866/246-9762, US 1-800/592-2887; www.travelcuts.com. Canadian youth and student travel firm.


Trips Worldwide 0117/311 4400, www.tripsworldwide.co.uk. Friendly, experienced company with a range of itineraries and tours to Belize, Mexico and all of Central America, among other global destinations.


< Back to Getting there

Arrival
Most people will arrive in Belize City at Philip Goldson International Airport, about a twenty-minute drive from the centre. Those arriving by bus will pull in either at the Marine Terminal or the main bus terminal on Canal Street, where taxis are plentiful. Points of arrival in other towns are bus terminals and ports, from where it's simple to find your way around in a taxi or otherwise.
By air >
By bus >
By car >


By air
From the international airport, most travellers either catch an onward flight to another Belizean destination; or go by taxi (Bz$50) to the centre. You can also take a bus from the airport to the centre, but this can be a tedious haul, as you'll need to walk to the Northern Highway (around 25min), and then flag down a local bus (which often run on irregular schedules, particularly in the evening) into the city.
< Back to Arrival
By bus
All the Belizean companies arriving in Belize City will drop you at the main bus terminal on Canal Street. It's fairly central but in a not-so-desirable part of the city, so getting a taxi to or from here is a good idea. The fare to pretty much anywhere in town is around Bz$8–10. If you arrive with a Guatemalan bus company, such as San Juan or Linea Dorada from Chetumal or Flores, you'll usually pull into the Marine Terminal, where you can catch a water taxi to the Northern Cayes.
< Back to Arrival
By car
There are only two land routes into Belize from outside the country, one from Mexico and the other from Guatemala. These points of entry merge, respectively, with the Northern and Western highways. If you arrive in the south by boat and rent a car in one of the southern towns, you'll travel north along the Southern Highway before turning onto the Western Highway for Belize City (east) or Belmopan and beyond (west). If you intend to bring your own car to Belize, watch out for heavy import taxes.
< Back to Arrival

Getting around
Belize has a good public transport network and all main roads are paved. Buses on the three main highways (the Northern, Western and Southern) are cheap, generally frequent and fairly fast.
If you visit the cayes during your visit, you're likely to do some travelling by boat; water journeys to Guatemala and Honduras are also possible. River transport is popular in Belize, too – it's the most convenient way to reach some Maya ruins and isolated field stations.
Flying between Belizean destinations is the fastest way to get around, though it's not particularly cheap. In the south, however, where bus transport can be patchy, a short hop on a small plane can give superb views of the hills and the clear, blue sea. Car rental in Belize is not inexpensive, either: it generally costs US$60–120 per day, but it does enable you to visit more places in a shorter time than you could by bus.
Distances from Belize City >
By air >
By bus >
By boat >
By car >
Cycling >


Distances from Belize City
Distances are based on transportation routes, not as the crow flies.
		Belize City to 	Distance 
	Belmopan 	52 miles (84km) 
	Caye Caulker 	21 miles (34km) 
	Chetumal, Mexico 	93 miles (149km) 
	Corozal 	84 miles (135km) 
	Dangriga 	106 miles (171km) 
	Guatemalan border 	81 miles (130km) 
	Orange Walk 	54 miles (87km) 
	Placencia 	161 miles (259km) 
	Punta Gorda 	213 miles (343km) 
	San Ignacio 	72 miles (116km) 
	San Pedro 	32 miles (51km) 
	Tikal, Guatemala 	149 miles (240km) 






< Back to Getting around
By air
The main towns and tourist destinations in Belize are linked by domestic flights operated by the country's two chief carriers: Maya Island Air (223-1140, www.mayaregional.com) and Tropic Air (226-2012, www.tropicair.com). There are also several charter airlines. Together, Maya Island and Tropic Air provide up to eight to ten daily flights on each of the main routes – Belize City to Dangriga, Placencia and Punta Gorda – and dozens to San Pedro and Caye Caulker. Prices start at around Bz$67–85; note that they often offer seasonal deals and discounts. There are no direct flights from Belize City to Corozal, though you can fly there from San Pedro. Both airlines operate from Belize International Airport and the smaller, domestic Belize Municipal Airport (a few miles north of the city centre). Note that you'll usually pay around Bz$50 more to depart from the International Airport.
Flying is also the most convenient way to make side trips out of Belize to neighbouring countries. Both domestic airlines operate flights to Flores, Guatemala (for Tikal). Maya Island Air also offers flights to Cancún, Mexico; Guatemala City; and San Pedro Sula, Honduras. TACA also flies from Belize City to its main hub in San Salvador for connections throughout Central America.
< Back to Getting around
By bus
The vast majority of buses in Belize are of the US school bus variety, brightly painted and managed by several different companies. They are well maintained and removed from service when they get too old, but still aren't that comfortable for lengthy journeys or long limbs. The faster "express" buses are occasionally the more comfortable coach type; they operate along all main highways, stopping only in terminals in the towns. The more common non-express or "regular" buses will stop anywhere along their route on request. Tell the driver or conductor where you're headed and they'll usually know where to let you off.
Services usually begin in the very early morning and finish sometime in the evening. On Sundays and holidays, some services are reduced or, in the case of smaller, local ones, often non-existent. For the bus routes from Belize City, see Travel details. Some bus schedules and further information is available at www.nationaltransportbelize.com and www.guidetobelize.info.
Over half of the buses that ply the Northern Highway cross the Mexican border to serve the town of Chetumal. Others terminate in Corozal town, nine miles south of the border. On the Western Highway, many buses termi­nate in Benque Viejo, so you'll need to take a colectivo (shared) taxi the remaining one mile to the Guatemalan border. Services along the Southern Highway are less frequent, particularly beyond Dangriga, although there are still several daily routes.
Heading away from the main highways, you'll rely mostly on local buses operated by small agencies, which rarely have backup plans when breakdowns occur. Travelling this way is a fairly slow business, as it caters primarily to the needs of villagers – taking produce to market, and so on – but it has its rewards: you're sharing a ride with people who know the area well, and by the time your ride's over you may have made friends eager to show you around.
Fares are a true bargain compared to the cost of most things in Belize. Regular buses start at around Bz$8–10; tickets for express buses are just a few dollars more. Bus terminals don't have ticket offices; you pay the conductor, who will remember your destination whether or not he's issued you an actual ticket.
< Back to Getting around
By boat
Your first experience of water transport in Belize is likely to be aboard one of the fast skiffs that ferry passengers (around 25–40 at a time) from Belize City and other mainland destinations out to the cayes. Many have a covered seating area, though some are still fully open-deck. They provide a quick (if sometimes bumpy), reliable and safe service.
Transport to the cayes and other popular coastal destinations leaves daily from the Marine Terminal, next to the Swing Bridge in Belize City, and from the San Pedro Express Water Taxi Terminal, on North Front Street. Services to Caye Caulker and San Pedro on Ambergris Caye operate approximately every ninety minutes, with most boats making both stops; see Arrival and getting around for more information. Some of the boats on the Caye Caulker/San Pedro run will also call at St George's Caye on request, although only at certain times. There are no advance bookings for these water journeys and seats are not reserved, though tickets for early-morning departures from the cayes can be purchased the night before. It's wise to show up at least fifteen minutes prior to departure; at busy times, one or two extra boats will be on hand for overflow, so it's unlikely you won't find space.
Many tours include boat transport in their itineraries, often to destinations, such as outlying cayes and atolls, that public routes don't serve. The only international boat services are skiffs from Punta Gorda to Puerto Barrios, Guatemala; Punta Gorda to Lívingston, Guatemala; and Dangriga and Placencia to Puerto Cortés, Honduras. It's best to book ahead for international departures by contacting the boat operator or their agents at least one day before.
Tour operators in Belize
In addition to the overseas tour operators listed in Getting there, several Belizean agencies can expertly plan and book itineraries throughout the country. Many more specialist tour companies, often associated with hotels or resorts, are covered individually throughout this Guide.
Adventures in Belize 822-2800, www.adventuresinbelize.com. Based at Caves Branch Jungle Lodge and offering everything from wilderness survival to luxury tours, all with outstanding guides.


[image: Author pick]Belize Trips 223-0376 or 610-1923, in the US 1-561/210-7015, www.belize-trips.com. Run by the very knowledgeable Katie Valk, who is a font of information on Belize, and able to arrange and connect you with any tour in Belize.


Sun Creek Lodge & IBTM Tours 614-2080, www.suncreeklodge.com. Operating from Sun Creek Lodge, and specializing in tours of southern Belize.


Maya Travel Services 223-1623, www.mayatravelservices.com. Great for advice on international flights and very knowledgeable about tours and hotels in Belize.





< Back to Getting around
By car
Although Belize has only four paved highways, driving is a popular option with visitors, and these roads offer relatively easy motoring and generally smooth surfaces. If you plan to conduct further exploration, you'll need high clearance and probably four-wheel drive. Main roads, and even most unpaved side roads, are typically well maintained and passable except in the very worst rainstorms, though mud, dust and the occasional massive pothole can be a problem at any time. Distances in Belize are generally measured in miles. When planning your journey, bear in mind that petrol stations may be scarce outside towns.
Traffic is generally light outside Belize City, but driving standards everywhere are abysmal and fatal accidents are high relative to traffic density. The busiest stretch of road is on the Western Highway between Belize City and Belmopan. Road signs are becoming more noticeable along the main highways, but you'll have to watch out for speed bumps of variable height; these are occasionally signed, but every new driver in Belize is bound to be caught unaware at least once – with potentially disastrous consequences. Look for them on entering and leaving any settlement along the highways, as well as shortly before bus stops.
Car rental
All the main rental companies offer cars, trucks and vans, including four-wheel drive options, for around US$70–125 per day, plus nine percent sales tax and another US$13–15 per day for insurance, depending on the class of vehicle. All companies have offices at the international airport and in Belize City.
Avis (www.avis.com), Budget (www.budget.com), Hertz (www.hertz.com) and Thrifty have franchises in Belize and, along with local firm Crystal (www.crystal-belize.com) (which offers some of the best rental prices and is the only company that allows you to take its vehicles to Tikal), accept advance bookings; there are also other local companies. Reserving ahead of time can save money and guarantees that a car will be waiting for you on arrival. One-way rentals typically aren't available, but your rental company can provide a pick up or drop-off at your Belize City hotel or the airport. See Listings for details of car rental companies in Belize City.
In most cases you'll need to be 25 to rent a vehicle (if you are aged between 21 and 25 you may be required to pay a premium), and you'll probably have to leave a credit card imprint as a damage deposit when you pick up the car. Before you belt up and drive off into the sunset, check exactly what the insurance covers, examine the car carefully for signs of existing damage (making sure it's marked on the rental contract) and check what spares and equipment are included. A good spare wheel (and the tools to put it on) is essential – you'll get an average of one puncture a week from heavy driving on Belize's roads.
Hitchhiking
In the more remote parts of Belize, bus services will probably operate only once a day, if at all, so unless you have your own transport, hitching is the only other option. Although locals, including women and children, regularly hitch rides in rural areas, women travellers may prefer to do so with a friend; hitching in Belize is generally safer than at home or in neighbouring countries, but attacks have occurred, and the practice should never be considered entirely safe. Apart from this, the main drawback is the lack of traffic, but if cars or pickup trucks pass, the driver will usually offer you a lift, though occasionally you may be expected to donate some money for the ride.
Taxis
All taxis in Belize are licensed and easily identifiable by their green licence plates. Drivers operate from ranks in the centres of towns and bus stations and, particularly in Belize City, will call out to anyone they suspect is a foreigner. There are no meters, so you'll need to establish a rate in advance, though within the towns a fixed fare of Bz$7–8 for one or two people usually applies. You can negotiate out-of-town fares with the driver. Designated airport taxis from the international airport charge Bz$50 to Belize City; taxis will almost certainly be waiting for all scheduled domestic flights at Belize Municipal Airport, and at all bus stations. Some drivers (such as those at the Marine Terminal in Belize City) are also licensed tour guides and have been through tourism training. It's common to share taxis in Belize, so your driver may stop to pick up another fare during your journey.
< Back to Getting around
Cycling
Touring Belize by bike is fairly straight­forward, particularly in the north and west where the roads are well surfaced, and also along the Hummingbird Highway – if you can manage the hills. Some locals will be surprised to see you using this form of transport, but don't assume that you're always noticed – stay alert to traffic. Cycling on the highways after dark is not recommended.
Cycling is a popular sport in Belize: citizens compete internationally, and several annual races, in which visitors are welcome to take part, are heavily attended. You'll find cycle repair shops in many towns. Mountain or beach bikes are available for rent at an increasing number of shops and resorts (sometimes free for guests). Inspect rental bikes carefully since they deteriorate quickly in coastal climes, and if you intend to cycle a lot, bring or buy your own lock, lights and a helmet, which can be difficult to find. Two of the best places to rent a bike are San Ignacio, where you can ride along the forest roads in the Mountain Pine Ridge, and Placencia, whose smooth, sandy resort road makes for an enjoyable day's riding. Renting a mountain bike in Punta Gorda will give you the freedom to explore the Maya villages and hills of Toledo.
Bikes can only rarely be carried on top of buses; few Belizean buses have the roof racks so common in Guatemala. If you're lucky – and if there's room – the driver may let you put your bike in the back of the bus.
< Back to Getting around
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