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MEXICO
Magnificent

WORDS & IMAGES: BLACK MANTA PHOTOGRAPHY

Black Manta Photography take a trip to Mexico's Caribbean 
coast for a twin centre holiday that showcases  the incredible 
underwater diversity of Cozumel and Playacar.
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S WITH a lot of 
divers, we
mostly decide 
on our holidays 
based on the best 

possible diving for the time 
of year. It was December and 
there was a plethora of worldly 
dive locations to choose from, 
but one option kept coming 
back to the table – Mexico! 
Having already experienced 
breathtaking trips to the Pacific 
destinations of Guadalupe and 
Socorro, it was time to check 
out the east of the country 
and the Caribbean resorts of 
Cozumel and Playacar.

We were heading out to 
Mexico with leading dive 
operator Pro Dive International 
who had arranged for us to stay 
at four different hotels from the 
Barceló Hotel Group - two on 
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blue waters offer the 
perfect backdrop and 
an endless supply of 
marine life. Right: 
The boat jetty at the 
Occidental Cozumel.

the island of Cozumel, and two 
in Playacar on the mainland. 
Pro Dive International run 
several well-established 
centres across Mexico and 
the Dominican Republic. 
They are also at the forefront 
of marine conservation and 
environmental programs and 
are making significant inroads 
into preserving the reefs - 
something most divers are 
particularly passionate about.

Pro Dive’s green credentials 
are extensive and include 
initiatives such as only using 
biodegradable soaps and 
cleaning detergents in the dive 
centres, ensuring their boats 
only use 4-stroke engines 
which results in less fuel use 
and exhaust waste, as well 
as committing to their dive 
operations being as plastic-

free as possible. They are also 
leading the way with beach 
clean-ups by adopting beaches. 
The “Adopt a Beach” program 
established from ZOFEMAT 
(Zona Federal Maritima) and 
in collaboration with Parque 
Nacional Arrecifes de Cozumel 
is really making significant 
changes to the reefs all around 
the island of Cozumel.

Cozumel has a strong 
reputation for its beautiful 
reefs - it forms part of the 
Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, 
which stretches from the 
Yucatan Peninsula all the way 
to Honduras, which at around 
1000km long is the fourth 
largest reef system in the 
world. As you can imagine, the 
biodiversity is just staggering 
and is one of the main reasons 
for this area being so popular 
with divers from all over the 
world.

After a flight from London to 
Cancun, we were met by the Pro 
Dive team and taken to the ferry 
port just south of Playa Del 
Carmen for the short journey 
over to Cozumel. It was dark by 
now, and we judged the length 

Cozumel
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of the journey by how bright the 
lights on the island were getting 
as we sped across the water. 

The Allegro Cozumel was 
the first base for the trip - a 
four-star hotel situated on the 
southwest coast that boasts 
three swimming pools and 
an on-site Pro Dive centre 
located next to the jetty. The 
Allegro offers an ‘Ultimate 
Dive Experience’ package and 
its rooms associated with 
this level provide generously 
sized accommodation with a 
whirlpool bath and a private 
terrace with hammock. These 
rooms are located close to the 
beach and dive centre and, in 
addition to the private pool, also 
give access to the Santa Rosa 
VIP lounge which is exclusively 
for Premium and Ultimate Dive 
experience guests. Daily scuba 
diving excursions – one tank 
per day – are also covered in the 
package.

It’s possible you won’t see 
a busier dive centre in all your 
travels as it caters for not only 
guests at the Allegro, but also 
for a number of other hotels 
in the area. How the team 

managed to organise everyone 
is a miracle! The staff are 
exceptionally friendly, helpful 
and could not do more for the 
guests, and the dive centre is 
well equipped and has a large 
area for rinse tanks and sorting 
gear. 

When diving Cozumel, 
one name comes up time and 
time again… Palancar. This is 
the reef area to the southern 
peninsular of Cozumel which 
is considered to be the best 
of the best on the island. 
Sadly, a few months before 
we headed out, we found out 
that the government had 
closed this area of reef due to 
a problem they had identified 
as ‘White Syndrome’. It has 
since reopened but what is 
officially called ‘Stony Coral 
Tissue Loss’ or SCTL for short 
is still an issue in parts of the 
Caribbean and Florida. Despite 
appearances, the disease is 
something entirely different 
to coral bleaching. In SCTL, 
the bacterial infection spreads 
rapidly with very high mortality 
rates that impact many hard 
corals including brain, pillar, 

THE BIODIVERSITY IS JUST 
STAGGERING... AND ONE OF THE MAIN 

REASONS FOR THIS AREA BEING SO 
POPULAR WITH DIVERS FROM ALL 

OVER THE WORLD.
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flower and star corals. Scientists 
are still working on a solution 
but fear that a multitude of 
factors is at play - all human-
driven, including sanitation, 
temperature rises, plastic, 
impacts on the food chain - 
all making it very difficult to 
pinpoint the cause and prevent 
it from happening.

The closure of this area 
coincided with a huge push 
to educate tourists, especially 
divers, about environmental 
best practice. We saw this 
first-hand directly from the 
team at Pro Dive who banned 
any form of sunscreen on their 
boats or in their dive centres. 
Dive Guides also enforced strict 

behaviour underwater including 
no touching, no pointy sticks 
or gloves, and requesting divers 
stay a good 1m above anything 
underwater, including the sand. 

Despite the southern reefs 
being closed at the time of 
the trip, there were still many 
beautiful dive sites and probably 
some you wouldn’t normally 
visit if you only ventured 
further south. Some of the 
highlights were Santa Rosa Wall 
and Reef, Paso de Cedral, Casa 
Blanca and La Francesa, which 
border the edge of the Palancar 
Gardens dive sites which were 
inside the closure zone. Also, 
the Felipe Xicotencatl, more 
commonly known the C-53 
Wreck, which was a US-built 
admiral class minesweeper 
constructed in 1944 for the US 
Navy. She was decommissioned 
in 1999 and donated to the 
Cozumel underwater park 
and sunk intentionally as an 
artificial reef. Whilst some 
might consider her small, her 
exterior with an impressive bow 
section and engine room is a 
sight to behold.

But it’s the reefs of Cozumel 
that deserve all the plaudits. 
Every single one of them is 

adorned with brightly coloured 
sponges and corals of all shapes 
and sizes. The marine life 
encountered ranged from the 
‘big stuff’ like sharks, giant 
Green Turtles and eagle rays, 
all the way through to Green 
Morays, lobsters (everywhere), 
giant crabs and the Splendid 
Toadfish, which is entirely 
endemic to the island of 
Cozumel. Everywhere you 
turned there were schools of 
fish - some nestled tightly 
together on the reef, and others 
living under an overhang, but 
the colours of this underwater 
metropolis were utterly 
spellbinding!

Every reef seemed to have 
its own DNA print of swim-
throughs and tunnels - some 
a few metres, and others with 
countless twists and turns - all 
with beautiful shards of golden 
Mexican sunlight beaming 
through, giving the sense of 
another worldly presence.

There was an element of 
sadness at not being able to 
dive Palancar, but hand on 
heart, the best that Cozumel 
could have EVER offered us 
was served on a plate. If you’re 
heading out to dive Cozumel, 



MCTDU-5781 UK Dive Travel Adv. LO1

With the only living coral barrier reef in the continental U.S.,  
The Florida Keys & Key West are a national and natural treasure.  
In fact, from Key Largo to Key West and all points in-between,  
you’ll discover countless wrecks and thousands of species of marine  
life – all within the protected 2,900 square-nautical-mile Florida Keys  
National Marine Sanctuary. There’s never been a better time  
to go down under.  

fla-keys.com/diving 

Get into the best schools.  
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outstanding experience of 
diving.

This five-star offering from 
Barcelo has a very different feel, 
with the rooms all coming off 
palm-lined walkways and in 
the style of a Mexican Hacienda, 
but still feeling modern and 
luxurious. Our room at the 
Occidental was within the 
Royal Level area, offering 
guests more privacy with a 
gated reception, jacuzzi and 
exclusive a la carte restaurant. 
The room was smaller than the 
Allegro but more modern in 
design with sliding doors to a 
garden terrace. It's worth noting 
that in both hotels, humans 
are not the only guests, they 
have resident Cozumel Coati's 
- an indigenous sub-species 
of the animal that is found 
across many South American 
countries. These cuties are often 
found wandering the grounds 

in addition to the many iguanas 
hiding amongst the bushes. 

Although the excitement 
of Playacar was still to come, 
we left Cozumel with a heavy 
heart. The people were just 
spectacular and the epitome of 
professionalism - Sabrina and 
the office team were a joy to see 
every day, Marc and Rey were 
fantastic guides for the days we 
had them, but it was Hans that 
stole our heart - a charismatic 
guide from Chile who truly 
loves Cozumel and knows all 
the best sites. 

Will Cozumel be back on 
the future agenda? You bet your 
bottom dollar it will - if not to 
dive Palancar, then just to dive 
with Hans! But for now, it's off 
to the ferry to the mainland 
insearch of Bull Sharks and 
Cenotes… n

then please do check these 
alternate dive sites out. Don’t 
just dive Palancar because 
people say it’s the best, take 
the time to make up your own 
minds - you may be pleasantly 
surprised just as we were.

We can’t leave Cozumel 
without mentioning the 
second hotel of our stay, the 
Occidental Cozumel. Situated 
just along from the Allegro, the 
jettys of the two hotels are just 
200m apart. The Occidental 
also boasts a Pro Dive centre 
and, as they are neighbouring 
hotels, they share the use of 
the four dive boats on offer. 
This means that the team 
works cross-functionally 
making the organisation far 
more fluid. It also means that 
the dive sites offered by the 
two centres are the same, 
so regardless of where you 
stay, you will have the same 
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Above: The C-53 

wreck and the 
stunning marine life 

that adorns her.

HAND ON HEART. THE 
BEST THAT COZUMEL
COULD HAVE EVER 
OFFERED US WAS 
SERVED ON A PLATE!

Turn over for more Mexico: Playacar



W e are Giacomo Rossi 
and Mariel Bravo, 
dive instructors and 

nature guides based in Baja 
California Sur, Mexico. As 
Sea lovers, photographers, 
environmentalists, we 
created the tour agency Baja 
Underwater Expeditions as 
a life project to share our 
passion for diving, underwater 
photography, and conservation. 
Specialized in underwater 
wildlife expeditions, we 
offer customized tours in the 
Pacific and the Sea of Cortez 
to witness Striped Marlins, 
Mobula Rays, Gray Whales and 
much more.

We are also avid 
photographers, know the best 
places and try to organize trips 
with other photographers. All 
our activities are thought to be 

ecofriendly and help the ocean 
as we also lead direct efforts 
for the conservation of some 
species.

Cerralvo Divers forms part 
of Baja Underwater Expeditions 
and is our Boutique Dive 
Center located in La Ventana. 
With its strategic position in 
the bay in front of Cerralvo 
island, we have direct access 
to a lot of beautiful dive sites. 
Almost pristine coral reefs and 
unexplored dive sites are ready 
to be discovered with us.

 
 
Tel:+52 612 213 7511 /+52 987 117 1354
info@bajaunderwaterexpeditions.com
www.bajaunderwaterexpeditions.com

C. Manzanilla, 23232 La Ventana, BCS  
Instagram: @baja_underwater_
expeditions

underwater
Baja
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the middle of the day!
The Allegro Playacar 

offers three pools and three 
restaurants. There was also a 
buffet option, which was just 
as well as we were unable to 
make a reservation at the other 
restaurants at the required 
time, due to being out of the 
hotel first thing to go diving. 
Thankfully the buffet offered 
some really tasty food, which 
was themed each evening for 

HE FERRY 
journey back 
to mainland 
Mexico had 
a completely 
different feel 

in the sunshine. We were well 
rested from the stunning week 
on Cozumel and seriously 
excited for the Bull Shark and 
Cenotes dives that were on the 
agenda.

Home for the next week was 
Playacar, an area just south of 
Playa del Carmen on the Riviera 
Maya, known for its upmarket 
all-inclusive resorts and golf 
courses. Hotel number three of 
the Mexico trip was the Allegro 
Playacar. The hotel was very 
similar in design and amenities 
to its Cozumel cousin, but we 
felt it was missing the warmth 
of the people there. There’s a 
definite party feel to the hotel, 
or that might have just been the 
perception on arrival as we were 
greeted by a full-on foam party 
happening in the main pool in 

variety, and as it was nearly 
Christmas, all of the palm trees 
were lit by fairy lights making 
for a really beautiful setting at 
night.

Pro Dive International has a 
presence in the watersports hut 
by the main pool, with the main 
office and dive centre based a 
short walk along the beach at 
the Royal Hideaway Hotel. This 
is where we found ourselves for 
the first full day in Playacar, 
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majestic Bull Sharks 
found on the planned 

shark dive. Right: 
Divers on the boat 

heading out for some 
shark action.

Playacar
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geared up ready, and fingers 
crossed for some Bull Shark 
action!

Due to their migratory 
patterns, the Bull Sharks 
frequent the warm water of 
the Mexican Caribbean during 
the months from November 
to February, mainly for the 
pregnant females to give birth 
to their young, which makes 
the Riviera Maya the hotspot 
for divers to see these sharks in 
their natural habitat. We weren’t 
100% sure we would see any 
Bull Sharks but hearing that 
they had been sighted in the 
days leading up to our first dive 
made us quietly confident.

Entering the water and 
descending we could see a 
couple of Bull Sharks skimming 
the surface of the sandy 
bottom around 25m, and the 
excitement was at an all-time 
high. Conscious of the brief to 
follow each other closely until 
we settled in a line, our group 
of 16 divers split into two and 
steadily got into position, being 

careful not to disturb too much 
of the loose sand. We could see 
the sharks around, but it was 
only towards the end of the 
dive when most of my group 
had ascended that they came so 
much closer. We stayed an extra 
five minutes with our expert 
guide Iago and were treated to 
five or six Bull Sharks venturing 
just a few metres from us, 
circling and crisscrossing each 
other as they became more and 
more confident.

Our visit also coincided with 
‘Shark School’ - an initiative 
between Pro Dive and Dr 
Erich Ritter, the famous shark 
behavioural expert. Sadly, 
Erich passed away on 28th 
August 2020, the summer after 
we visited, and our thoughts 
are with his family, friends 
and the dive and conservation 
community at this great loss.

Erich had a PHD from Zurich 
University in Behavioural 
Ecology and was the only 
professional applied shark-
human interaction specialist. 

Erich’s main expertise was the 
body language of sharks, with a 
major interest in shark attacks 
and their causes. His work 
centred on proving that there 
is no such thing as a dangerous 
shark, only dangerous situations 
with sharks, and his studies 
have turned on their head many 
people’s assumptions about 
shark behaviour.

It was an incredible 
opportunity for us as self-
confessed shark lovers to spend 
time with someone we hold 
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in such high regard, and an 
honour to have attended two of 
his ‘Shark School’ presentations, 
and to chat candidly about his 
life’s work. We found the Pro 
Dive Bull Shark dives and set-up 
to be immensely professional 
- the dive briefings were in-
depth, and we were well looked 
after at all times. Pro Dive also 
donate $5 of every shark dive 
booking to ‘Saving Our Sharks',  
an organisation which focuses 
on the protection of the Bull 
Sharks in the Riviera Maya area.

It’s impossible to come 
to this area of Mexico as a 
diver and not visit one of the 
thousands of Cenotes that are 
dotted all along the Yucatan 
Peninsula. You constantly see 
images of these wonders on 
social media, and marvel at 
their beauty. Our plan over a 
two day period was to visit four 
different Cenotes, and boy were 
they all different!

First up was the famous 
Ponderosa, so-called the Garden 
of Eden for its many routes 
and caverns in the system. 
It's quite a touristy spot with 
a seating area set up on the 

ledge overlooking the entrance. 
Wooden stairs take you down 
to the water’s edge where the 
water is the most beautiful 
bluey-green - yet still crystal 
clear - to show off the stunning 
features below. Luis and Oliver 
were our guides for the group, 

with Luis taking personal care 
of us - a lovely local guide who 
made us feel instantly at ease.

The second your head goes 
under you are transported to 
another world, with the roots 
of trees shooting down through 
the water and then casting a 
blurry shadow overhead. What 
strikes you the most is the 
clarity; you can see as far as the 
light will take you and it reflects 
on almost every surface. The 
common route for this Cenote 
takes you through a large 
cavern space, broken up by gaps 
in the rocks above that let the 
sunlight shine down in shafts 
synonymous with this type of 
diving. Tree roots and jagged 
rocks make the perfect setting 
for the light, an eerie stillness 
beneath the dancing beams.

 Our second Cenote dive of 
the day was Tajma Ha, which 
was just a short drive away. The 
entrance, down a long flight of 
steps amongst some seriously 
tall trees, was reminiscent of 
Jurassic Park. You can’t see 
where the water leads to, just 
a small pool hidden beneath 
the overhangs of the rocks. 
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IF YOU'RE AN UNDERWATER 
PHOTOGRAPHER THEN THE CENOTE 
KNOWN AS CAR WASH NEEDS TO BE 
AT THE TOP OF YOUR LIST.

IMAGES  
Above: Incredibly 
clear waters in the 
Cenotes reveal 
unbelievable vistas 
full of stalactites, 
stalagmites, and jaw 
dropping scenery.

During the dive you are treated 
to jaw-dropping formations 
of stalactites and stalagmites, 
some so huge they dwarf the 
diver in front of you. And 
we can’t move on without 
talking about the Halocline - a 
phenomenon experienced when 
the cold freshwater at the top of 
the water column mixes with 
the warmer saltwater lower 
down. The result: a mind-
bending experience of blurriness 
and a very strange dive indeed!

Leon, a super chilled French 
guide, led our second day dives 
and is responsible for giving 
us one of the most memorable 
experiences we’ve had 
underwater.

Before travelling to Mexico 
there were two Cenotes that 
were at the top of the wish list 
- Angelita and Car Wash. We’d 
asked the team at the office to 
make it happen and here we 
were, heading south on the 
70km trip to dive Angelita.

Angelita, meaning ‘little 
angel’ in Spanish, is world-
famous for her 5m thick cloud 
of hydrogen sulphate that sits 
around 30m depth. Above the 

cloud is cold freshwater, whilst 
below it is warm saltwater, and 
this unique experience did not 
disappoint. From the surface, 
you can see that Angelita is 
circular in shape and almost 
Blue Hole-like in appearance, 
with steep sides and darker 
water in the centre hinting 
at her depth. Popular with 
freedivers, she reaches 60m, and 
it’s the joining of waters that 
have created a totally unique 
cloud of hazy gas that makes 
Angelita seriously special, and 
stinky! 

Even before you hit the cloud 
you smell it - that eggy sulphur 
scent that sends you back to 
your childhood and the use of 
stink bombs. Sinking into the 
cloud you see absolutely nothing 
but white and the faces of the 
divers closest to you. As you 

emerge into the warmer salty 
mix devoid of natural light due 
to the cloud looming above your 
head, it feels spooky and uneasy, 
although totally breathtaking. 
The upside-down tree is the star 
of the show - most of the tree is 
under the cloud with a few well-
positioned branches poking out 
above it. This is literally Mother 
Nature at her absolute best.

To put the icing on the cake 
for an unforgettable trip, our 
last Cenote was indeed the Car 
Wash. Famous for her unique 
swathe of stunning Water Lilies, 
she surpassed our expectations. 
The first half of the dive took 
us around the large open cavern 
area, with the remainder spent 
admiring the beautiful lilies and 
the terrapins milling around 
amongst them. If you’re an 
underwater photographer, then 
this needs to be at the top of 
your list. The early afternoon 
sunlight provides an aura 
of orange hues that glisten 
through the water making for 
some stunning shots. Oh, and 
if you’re wondering where the 
name comes from? It’s named 
the Car Wash as this is where 
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the local taxi drivers used to 
bring their cars for a wash. 
Brilliant!

We weren’t sure it would 
be possible to top the week 
in Cozumel but diving with 
the Playacar team at Pro Dive 
International delivered some 
of our best ever experiences 
underwater. Also, our final and 
favourite hotel of the trip - 
The Royal Hideaway, home to 
the main office of Pro Dive in 
Playacar. 

This hotel is a five-star 
adult-only centre of luxury 
and everything about it shouts 
out high-end! The design is 
a perfect mix of modern and 
traditional, and each room block 
has its own concierge where you 

can book dinner reservations 
and organise check-in and 
out. The room for our stay 
was generous, with a beautiful 
terrace overlooking the gardens 
and pool. The hotel has two 
main pools off the beach and 
several relaxation pools dotted 
amongst the blocks that guests 
can use if they want a more 
tranquil area to sunbathe and 
chill. Throughout the centre 
of the hotel is a water feature 
similar to a lazy river but it is 
not for guests to frolic in - it’s 
just for aesthetics!

This would 100% be first 

choice when returning as our 
stay was only for three nights - 
the service from all of the staff 
was much higher than expected, 
and almost everything was 
covered in the all-inclusive 
package. Dining at The Grill 
- the restaurant overlooking 
the beach - is a must for the 
evening. It just so happened 
to be a full moon the evening 
we dined there and we chose 
a table as close to the sand as 
possible. Also make sure you 
treat yourselves in one of the 
Teppanyaki-style restaurants 
and watch whilst the chef 

IMAGES  
Above: Aerial shot of 
the Royal Hideaway. 

Right: The local reefs 
are brimming with 

fish. Below: Two of 
the wonderful team 

based in the Pro Dive 
International office at 
The Royal Hideaway.
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cooks up your food with an air 
of hilarity and entertainment.

It was an absolute joy to be 
around the Pro Dive team in 
Playacar and we even found 
ourselves loitering at the dive 
centre when we weren’t diving! 
The manager Ricardo was on 
hand every day and was the 
central pin to an impressive 
team of multi-national dive 
professionals. All of the team 
were a shining example of their 
profession: fun, chatty, safety 
and environmentally aware, and 
focused on all of their clients, 
all of the time. 

We can’t recommend this 
twin centre holiday to Mexico 
enough. It really is the perfect 
opportunity to sample different 
types of diving and make the 

most of the amazing diversity 
of this region. Not to forget 
the incredible hospitality and 
the highest quality service 
standards of the dive centres 
and hotels. Book it and 
experience for yourself!

Flights 
We took direct flights 
with British Airways from 
London to Cancun. This is 
a popular holiday route so 
there are several other
options.

Top Tip! 
If vou want to see the Bull 
Sharks in Playacar then 
you need to be in Mexico 
November/December. 
Alternatively, if you want to 
see the Whale Sharks that
frequent the Mexican 
waters then the summer 
months of June/July will be 
your best bet.

Transfers
Pro Dive collected us from 
the airport and delivered 
us by car and public ferry
to the island of Cozumel. 
Taxis are abudant if you 

want to do your own thing.

Water temperature 
Around 27°C on average.

Currency
Mexican Peso and US $.

Favourite non diving 
activity
There is so much history! 
Chichen Itza is a must, and 
also Tulum and Xcaret. Isla
Mujeres has stunning 
beaches.

Favourite place to eat
Everywhere! Lots of local 
cuisine delights and also 
main chains of American 
fast food.

Final word
Don't miss the Cenotes 
whether to snorkel or 
scuba dive!

TRAVEL LOG:  
Mexico

MORE INFORMATION
Black Manta Photography travelled to 
Mexico as guests of the Barceló Hotel 
Group and Pro Dive International.
www.barcelo.com
www.prodiveinternational.com

This feature is 
dedicated to the 
memory of Erich 
Ritter: 1958-2020

IMAGES  Top: Wreck of a fishing trawler.  Above: Moray eels can be found everywhere in a myriad of 
colours.
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