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which feeds here during the spring and 

I
late-summer months. This makes the island 
an ideal jumping-offpoint for those who want the rare experience 

!
I

I 
of swimming alongside these graceful giants. 

il When not on the lookout for whales, divers can explore top 
sites that line a sheer wall that starts in 15 to 20 feet of water ­

It	 just yards offshore in some places - before plunging thousands of 
~ feet into the inky-blue depths of the Cayman Trench. As with all 

I world-class wall dives, the slope pitches toward the seafloor in a 
stomach-wrenching downturn, and many ofthese spots boast jag­I 

\;	 ged cracks and dramatic mini canyons running perpendicular to 
the main wall. At Black Coral Canyon, for example, the dive starts 
on the shallow reef flats, dips into a tight, craggy crevice and ­
through a hole in the vertical ledge - spits the dive group single­
file into blue water. Turn in either direction along the wall and 
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O N TRUE DIVE-MECCA fashion, the lay of the land on Utila 
does little to suggest the drama, life and sheer diversity of 

experiences found underwater. East Harbor, aka Utila Town, the 
island's only settlement, has a decidedly rustic feel, with more 
bikes than cars and a distinct lack of high-rise hotels. What Utila 
does have in abundance, however, are divers. After their planes 
touch down on the scrubby island airstrip - where local kids pop 
wheelies and race their dirt bikes between flights - visitors drive 
along the town's waterfront where red-and-white dive flags hang 
in nearly every window and doorway. 

wander past overhangs crowded with snapper or wide-eyed sol­
dierfish and oversize hard corals where queen, French and gray 
angelfish graze. 

One operator stands tall above the crowd: Utila Dive Center. In 
addition to offering guided dives and dive training for more than 
15 years, UDC's owners, Ricardo Gonzalez and Benoit Bellenoue, 
helped establish the Utila Center for Marine Ecology in 2006. This 
private organization conducts local research on a variety ofmarine 
species and environments, provides marine-science-education 

outreach and works with area fishermen 
Not surprisingly, this small community	 to find sustainable solutions for the island's This haven for the has developed a strong sense of conserva­ most endangered fisheries, namely grouper, 

tion to preserve the marine environment .biggest fish is also mak­ snapper, conch and lobster. 
and the livelihood ofthose who subsist from ing one of the biggest For visitors, UDC offers an impressive 
it. One of Utila's biggest tourist draws is roster of environmentally focused special­impacts on whale-shark
the seasonal appearance ofthe whale shark,	 ties, from Project AWARE Fish and Coral, 

conservation., to a unique Whale Shark Awareness course. 
The staff also collects whale-shark data for 

Project AWARE and UCME. Moreover, the owners have donated 
acoustic tags and a receiver to help with identifying and tracking. 

For these efforts, UDC has earned Project AWARE's environ­
mental-achievement award for the past three years. Divers who 
experience the UDC staff's ongoing commitment to education ­
above and below the water - will realize that this sleepy island is 
quickly becoming a leader when it comes to top-notch dive vaca­
tions and community-minded conservation. - Travis Marshall 

Quick Guide UTILA DIVE CENTER PADI Five-Star IDC • Boats: 

Old Tom, max 12 divers; Martini's Law, Fishfjnder, Ulysses, max 16 

divers. Nitrox • Trimix support. Rebreather support. Gear rental 

• On-site gear storage. utiladivecenter.com 


