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Scuba divers are much like children, I imagine, to dive-resort owners: They are almost 
always wonderful to have, but at night, it's best if they are safely in their beds.

This thought popped into my head at the end of a night dive, off the southern shore of the 
Honduran island Roatán in December. As the sun set, four of us had waded into the dark 
waters that lay only yards from the Reef House Resort, and swam down the side of a steep 
underwater cliff, holding flashlights to illuminate trumpet fish, lobsters, brain coral, sea fans 
and the other marine life that call this part of the nearly

6 Days, 8 Dives and Breathtaking Beauty Off the
Coast of Honduras
The waters encircling the island of Roatán offer some of the
most accessible reef diving anywhere. As travel picks up, the
focus is on balancing the return of tourism (and divers) with the
fragility of the marine environment.

Roatán, the largest of the Bay Islands, is encircled by the Mesoamerican Reef, a vibrant, diverse marine ecosystem with 
around 65 coral species and more than 500 types of fish. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times

 700-mile Mesoamerican Reef home.
Night dives were new to me: The inky darkness was exhilarating, mysterious, alive and 

more than a little frightening.
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After 45 minutes of underwater wonderment, I safely ascended and surfaced while Aaren, 

my travel partner, and our new scuba buddies, Will and Kris, stayed just below, taking one 

last photograph. But instead of emerging to silence and milky white stars, I saw a figure 

with a flashlight standing on the nearby jetty, shouting.

“Follow my light! Do you hear my voice? Swim to me,” called Davey Byrne, a co-owner of 

the Reef House, our home for three nights over the Christmas holiday.

Surprised, I responded by blurting out the first thing in my head: “It’s OK! We were just 

looking at two cuttle fish!”

Davey laughed and said no problem, he simply wanted to make sure we were all right. The 

bar, and dinner, were waiting whenever we got out of the water.

West Bay Beach on Roatán. Tourism started on the island when the scuba community and “the hardy” found the Bay Islands archipelago 
in the 1970s. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times
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Eating, diving, sleeping, on repeat

About 35 miles off the northern coast of mainland Honduras, Roatán is the largest of the 

Bay Islands, an archipelago encircled by some of the prettiest and most accessible coral 

reefs anywhere in the world. Deciding not to cancel this international trip — our first since 

the pandemic began — was a gut buster, as it was for many who had holiday travel plans 

this year. As a travel editor, the virus and its impact on travel has been on the forefront of 

my mind for nearly two years, and now in late December, half of the Greater New York 

area seemed to be sick from Omicron and the other half awaiting test results. What if I 

brought the virus to the island? What if I tested positive and fell ill? What if our flights 

were among the thousands canceled? The questions were endless and the judgment — 

unspoken, spoken and internal — brutal.

But neither Aaren nor I had underlying conditions. We were both boosted and tested 

negative each of the three days before our flight. Other precautions included wearing 

double K95 masks while flying as well as on our three taxi rides. We brought our own 

scuba regulators and other gear, and planned to spend our time outside, mainly with each 

other, or underwater.

The village of Oakridge sits on the water’s edge, with the Reef House Resort a short boat-ride away from Roatán on a separate cay. 
Daniele Volpe for The New York Times



The Bay Islands lie along the southern end of the Mesoamerican Reef, one of the largest 

barrier reefs in the world (Australia’s Great Barrier Reef comes first in this category) — it 

touches Guatemala, Mexico and Belize, as well as Honduras. It’s a vibrant, diverse 

marine ecosystem, with around 65 coral species, more than 500 types of fish and almost 

countless other examples of marine life like sea turtles and sponges.

It delivered. We made our base at the rustic 10-room Reef House, on a cay a brief boat 

ride from the village of Oakridge, and spent our days eating, diving, sleeping, on repeat. 

Four days, eight dives, one snorkel, countless creatures, breathtaking beauty. None of 

the dive sites were more than a 10-minute ride from the resort, on the dive boat docked 

at the Reef House. Swimming down vertical reef walls and through coral canyons, we 

spotted green moray eels, nurse sharks, toadfish, puffer fish, schools of blue chromis and 

invasive lionfish. Our dive master, David, skewered many of the last in front of us to our 

horrified delight. The colors, textures and shapes of the corals and sea fans ranged from 

the reds and greens of Christmas to a Southwest landscape of cactus-like corals in 

shades of sand and lavender. Never were there more than four divers on an outing, 

excluding our dive master, nor another boat at the mooring.

The bar at the Reef House Resort. Daily lunch specials, which often include empanadas and fried lobster “bites,” are listed on the 
whiteboard. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times
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A fragile economy

This lack of company was glorious, although not so much to the Reef House or the 

island’s greater economy. The Bay Islands had a prepandemic economy almost entirely 

based on tourism, an evolution that came after the island’s commercial fishing 

collapsed. Tourism started when the scuba community and “the hardy” found the 

archipelago in the 1970s, but with the arrival of major cruise lines in the 2000s, its 

popularity exploded, with three ships or more arriving each day, three or more days a 

week in the high season before the pandemic.

In 2005, several local dive operators established the Roatán Marine Park, now a 22-

employee nonprofit that aims to conserve the reef with coral restoration efforts, 

coastline patrolling, research and community engagement and education. It’s part of the 

Bay Islands National Marine Park, a marine sanctuary declared by the government of 

Honduras in 2010 to protect the coast and marine life around the islands.

“From taxi drivers to scuba divers, the reef is important to everyone,” said Gabriela 

Ochoa, a program manager for the Roatán Marine Park, of the local population. “I think 

at least one person in every household relies on the tourism sector. Basically, this island 

runs on tourism.”

In March 2020, the Bay Islands abruptly shut to cruise ships and both international and 

domestic flights for more than six months (leaving some travelers stranded). For the 

early part of the pandemic, the local population was under strict curfew. No visiting the 

beach. Twice-monthly access to food stores. GoFundMe campaigns as well as soup 

kitchens and food pantries were created to help residents.

Roatán has yet to see tourist numbers bounce back, with flight arrivals between January 

and September 2021 numbering around 270,000, around two-thirds of that reported 

for all of 2019, according to the Honduran Institute of Tourism. Cruise ship passenger 

numbers were even lower: Dropping from 1.4 million in all of 2019 to 180,000 from 

July to November 2021.

“We saw some amazing things here,” said Mr. Byrne, playing dominoes one afternoon at 

the quiet Reef House bar, which overlooks the ocean and the house reef below. “But we 

really wanted some tourists to share it with.”
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The Reef House, awash in charm and hospitality, is on the quieter eastern side of the 

island. There are no TVs in the guest rooms and no shampoo in the bathrooms; on two 

nights — including Christmas Eve — I fell asleep to the dance music blaring through 

our room’s walls from a nearby bar. Come for the diving, not the luxury.

The Reef House is far from Roatán’s more established tourist infrastructure, which you 

encounter in West Bay. We spent our last two nights there, at the Xbalanque Resort, a 

boutique hotel about an hour’s drive from Oakridge and 20 minutes from the island’s 

airport. Built into the verdant hillside, the hotel offered spacious, airy rooms: Our 

“Wind Elemental Loft,” just a short walk from the beach, came with a plunge pool. One 

morning, as I sipped coffee there — feet dipped in the water — a troop of white-faced 

capuchin monkeys fed in the trees.

Lotus, the poolside bar and restaurant at Xbalanque, serves 
breakfast, lunch and dinner. Daniele Volpe for The New York 
Times

Conch ceviche is on the menu. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times
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The beach at Xbalanque offered Instagram views of ocean sunsets, and, I imagine, many 

guests never leave its pool and landscaped grounds. But on our first morning we hit the 

water again, paddling one of the resort’s two-person kayaks a few miles down the shore, 

checking out the beaches and waterfront restaurants and boisterous vacationers. We 

passed on kite-surfing and a ride on a glass-bottom boat, but gaped at black iguanas in 

the coral cliffs at the island’s far western edge and the sailboats anchored offshore (One 

came from Denver. Denver?). We took turns kayaking and snorkeling back to the hotel 

beach.

A ride on a glass-bottom boat at West Bay allows for dry viewing of the coral reefs. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times



A fragile ecosystem

A view of the setting sun from the Xbalanque Resort. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times

Aaren spotted the differences first (he is a marine biologist, of course he did). On the 

western side of the island, the corals appeared to be smaller, and carried more algae. 

The underwater scene still delighted — when I was in the water, two tuna swam by, a 

suspicious barracuda checked me out, three remora, sometimes known as suckerfish, 

may have wanted to stick their heads on my head and that sea turtle grazing on sea 

grass will never be forgotten — but it was clear, even to a nonexpert, that there were 

fewer fish, fewer corals, less life.

I learned the reasons later, from Ian Drysdale, the Honduras coordinator of the 

Healthy Reefs for Healthy People Initiative. For the past 14 years, this nonprofit has 

brought together the governments of Honduras, Belize, Mexico and Guatemala, along 

with 80 partner organizations, to analyze the health of the Mesoamerican Reef. Every 

two years, the nonprofit issues a report card that assesses the main indicators of reef 

health: the percentage of live coral cover and that of macroalgae on the 286 monitored 

sites, as well as the abundance of herbivorous fish (like parrotfish), and grouper and 

other commercially important species.



The reef is having a very hard time. For years, this part of the island — and 
“Unfortunately, we are experiencing one of the largest coral die-offs ever,” its corals — 
took on most of the stress of the tourist population. Then the lack of tourists during the 
pandemic led to food insecurity among the Bay Islanders and poaching increased by 150 
percent, Ms. Ochoa said.

Meanwhile, warming waters brought on by climate change are leading to coral 
bleaching. But for experts like Mr. Drysdale and Ms. Ochoa, concern now lies with stony 
coral tissue loss disease, considered by the Heathy Reef Initiative to be “the most lethal 
coral disease known.” It can kill off stony corals — the major pillar of healthy reefs — in 
a matter of weeks or months. First identified on the Mesoamerican Reef in Mexico in 
2018, the disease — its cause is unknown — has slowly spread along the reef to the Bay 
Islands. It arrived off Roatán’s West End in October 2020, said Ms. Ochoa, and in 
Oakridge, in September 2021.

“Unfortunately, we are experiencing one of the largest coral die-offs ever,” Mr. Drysdale 
said. “We have lost about 50 percent of corals in the areas where the disease is 
prevalent.”

The resident parrot at Reef House is named Polly. The reporter heard, but did not meet, the avian pet. Daniele Volpe
for The New York Times
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The community of Roatán, for better or for worse, relies on its reef, and now certified 
divers can give back: Researchers have determined that a topical application of marine 
epoxy and antibiotics can hamper the spread of stony coral tissue loss disease among 
some species of hard corals.

Now they are looking to train certified divers, including environmentally minded 
tourists, to apply antibiotics, with a large syringe, into pillar, brain and other stony 
corals. The project in Honduras is spearheaded by the Roatán Marine Park; working 
with local dive shops, the nonprofit has organized orientation and training sessions for 
certified divers to help the reefs, either with syringes, collecting data or tagging corals 
for future evaluation.

“You are taught all this time to not touch corals, that’s the golden rule, and now we say 
not only touch it, but use this syringe,” Ms. Ochoa said.

The initiative has treated 3,000 corals so far — “it’s a small number when you think 
about the reef itself,” Ms. Ochoa warned — and the treatment, she said, has been found 
“pretty effective, 60 to 70 percent, for some species.” She tries to be optimistic.

“These animals have been here for thousands of years, she said. But “some corals are 
more susceptible than others, and some of these will be lost.”

The corals, sea fans and other underwater life, just offshore from the Reef House Resort, delighted. Daniele Volpe for The New York 
Times
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Important ties

During our dives in this beautiful ecosystem, the coronavirus and its related worries 

were finally far from my mind. The exposure to this marine community, however, led 

me to ponder how important relationships are, both under the sea and above the water, 

on the shores of Roatán and beyond.

Symbiotic relationships are common in the natural world. On the world’s coral reefs, 

parrotfish feed on algae, keeping the plants in check, allowing corals to grow 

(mutualistic is the term biologists use), while those remora fish prefer to hitch a ride on 

sharks, not snorkelers (that’s a commensalistic relationship).

Swimming down vertical reef walls and through coral canyons, the reporter spotted green moray eels, nurse sharks, toadfish, puffer 
fish, schools of blue chromis and invasive lionfish. Daniele Volpe for The New York Times



The pandemic laid bare the relationship that many destinations around the world have 

with tourists. It’s a relationship that is at times both mutualistic and commensalistic, 

although many would argue that it is, overall, parasitic. Now, with the reflection gained 

from the pandemic travel lull, we have a chance, perhaps an obligation, to rethink our 

own relationships with the places we visit and rebuild them stronger. That might mean 

not only opening our wallets, but turning to smart organizations like the Roatán Marine 

Park for guidance and education, and even, perhaps, wielding a medical syringe as we 

explore a coral reef.

So, instead of banning visitors outright to environmentally sensitive places, said Mr. 

Drysdale of Healthy Reefs, a portion of travel revenue could be devoted to reducing 

their impact, such as modernizing wastewater treatment plants or improving plastic 

recycling.

As for Roatán itself, Mr. Drysdale said, he hopes sustainable travelers will come, and 

become acquainted with the island’s beauty, and then he paraphrased some words from 

the famed ecologist Baba Dioum: “You won’t protect what you don’t know, and you 

protect what you love.”
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