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Dancing with crocodiles

By lan Stalker

Cancun, Mexico-based EcoColors first gives reptile-appreciating tourists some croc
talk. Then things really start to get adventurous as company clients hunt skillful
hunters while led by people who have the predators’ best interests at heart.

he company’s Crocodile Adventure has

tourists travel by van from either tourist
retreats of Caribbean Sea-fronting Cancun or
Playa del Carmen, en route watching an in-van
video about crocodiles -- among other things
learning about the evolution of a form of life
that arrived on this planet long before people
did -- found in the sprawling Sian Ka’an nature
reserve, with some speculating that watery,
650,000-hectare Sian Ka’an may be home to as
many as 5,000 of the stealthy, powerful-jawed
amphibians. The crocodile searches, done at
night, a time when the crocs hunt, are led by a
biologist wanting to tag the reptiles, which
helps  monitor Sian Ka’an’s  crocodile
population, enabling the non-profit Amigos de
Sian Ka’an — which employs the biologist — to
gain a sense of how healthy crocodile numbers
are. Some 1,500 of the creatures have been
tagged in the last decade.
The crocodiles are also measured for size, with
EcoColors president Kenneth Johnson, himself
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a biologist, reporting one of the two species of
crocodiles found in Sian Ka’an can reach six
meters in length.

Crocodiles are located by light, with their eyes
glowing when the biologist’s flashlight beam
reflects off them after darkness falls. The
biologist then jumps into the water, snagging
the crocodile, which then has its jaws taped
shut and is temporarily bound with cord. It's
then tagged and measured in the boat. “It’s all
biological research,” Johnson says.

“The crocodile has that reputation of being an
aggressive animal. Because of that, people have
this mixed feeling of excitement and fear that
an animal that’s a hunter is being brought into
a boat,” adds Johnson. The crocodiles may
thrash as they’re being subdued, and some
actually break free, escaping into the brackish
water. But those successfully tied settle down,
enabling EcoColors clients to hold them if they
wish, and having their picture taken with them.
The crocs are then returned to the water
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unharmed after tagging and weighing is
completed. EcoColors won't guarantee that
clients will see crocodiles but Johnson reports
the three- to four-hour tours usually spot about
three, and one saw seven.

Johnson says the crocodiles aren’t aggressive
during the day, but tourists should avoid
swimming in an area where they’re found at
night as hunting instincts are stronger after
dark. And, he says, Sian Ka’an is not a zoo and
those taking the tour will likely get a first-hand
look at impressive predators in the predators’
home turf.

“You get some education, and you learn about
the importance of conservation, and you get to
see and admire one of the best-adapted
animals to an environment,” Johnson says.
“This is a good opportunity to live a Discovery
Channel moment.” m

The tours are available Mondays throughout
the year. (www.ecotravelmexico.com) or
(info@ecotravelmexico.com)
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