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Sundays in Santa Cruz

Huatulco n the movie Boyhood, a boy is being tucked in for the 
night when he turns to his dad to talk about magic. 
“There's no such thing as real magic in the world, 
right?” The boy asks his dad. “There are no elves or 
anything?”I

The father does his best to answer honestly, while hoping to 
keep alive in his son the feeling that magic exists in the 
world. “There may not be elves,” the father tells his son.  
“But what if there was a gigantic sea creature with a heart 
as big as a car, arteries so large you could crawl inside 
them, and that used sonar to communicate with its giant 
relatives? Would that not be magic?”
The boy isn't buying it: “But, right this second, there's, like, 
no elves in the world?”

I had to laugh at how easily we dismiss 
the wonder and magic of what we are 
used to. I have always believed that the 
world holds more magic than almost 
anything we could imagine. Lucky for 
those of us who live by the sea, we get a 
constant reminder of this magic; not 
just the favorites like dolphins and turtles, but the beauty of 
jumping fish and seagulls. Just yesterday I witnessed a 
cormorant maneuver a fish, a third of it's size, down its 
gullet and then dive back for more.

Sometimes it is hard to keep track of what is real and what 
are creations of our imagination. I once met a girl who 
believed gnomes were real. She was quite adamant that 
they were a Northern European tribe of woodsmen. And 
why not? Why would we make up 
something as dull as gnomes when the 
real world is already full of so much 
wonder? There are some weird deep 
sea creatures from the crazy looking 
vampire squid, to the terrifying 
Fangtooth fish, to the hypnotizing 
flashlight fish, the ocean's deep is a circus of curious 
characters. 

This month our writers explore the ocean. George 
Hurchalla shares the sad state of the effects of longlining in 
our area. Many nature protection organizations refer to this 
globally-used method as the greatest environmental 
disaster in the sea. There has been a noticeable decrease in 
marine life along the Oaxacan coast; due in part to 
overfishing, environmental changes, and pollution. The 
Chaikens explore how climate change is affecting oceans, 
and Leigh Morrow reminds us to be amazed by its magic.

Hopefully in fifty years kids will continue to be unawed by 
whales, and they won't have joined the ranks of dinosaurs.

See you next month,

"How inappropriate to call this planet 
Earth when it is clearly Ocean."

Arthur C. Clarke
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ccording to Carlos Candelaria Silva, a science 
investigator at UNAM, Mexico City, Huatulco's reefs 
have deteriorated due to pollution and tourism, 
especially at La Entrega and San Augustin.  AAlthough the Oaxacan coast does not have a barrier 

reef like Australia, and Mexico/Belize/Honduras, the smaller 
reef systems are precious ecosystems. They are the 'nurseries' 
where reproduction of hundreds of species occurs. I have not 
been back to La Entrega since we first came to Huatulco in 
2007, and from the overuse it gets, I am sure I would be 
depressed by the extent of its damage. 

We should all be aware by now that coral reef health is 
declining worldwide for the same reasons as LaEntrega, but 
also due to climate change and warming ocean temperatures. 
The coral becomes bleached as elevated temperatures, and 
solar ultraviolet radiation have caused the die-off of symbiotic 
algae (i.e., bleaching) in corals and other critical symbiotic 
invertebrates. 

So artificial reefs, what are they, why are they being built, and 
do they work? 

One method is to sink old material that has lost its usefulness, 
like ships, trains, and cars, which would otherwise just be 
landfill material. Having dived old shipwrecks, they can 
become a great habitat for numerous species that take 
advantage of hiding places and new surfaces for sponges, 
coral, barnacles, etc.  to colonize. In Florida, as early as the 
1950's, all kinds of materials were used to create habitats, 
such as railroad cars, school buses, car bodies, stoves, 
refrigerators, tires, and even porcelain fixtures were used to 
create artificial reefs, or more cynically dumped junk 
coincidentally created habitat. More current techniques use 
ship hulls and more permanent features, without the 
associated contaminants of the past they are more carefully 
placed, and can be used for erosion control and to protect shore 
zones. Still, deterioration can result in the increased 
production of toxins while attracting large schools of desirable 
fish and can make them an attractant to commercial 
fisherman. 

However, they are no substitute for the naturally occurring 
systems, and the artificial reefs won't sustain diverse 
ecosystems with continued pollution and warming seas. 

Artificial Reefs 
By Julie Etra

http://ecoyspa.com/
http://www.huatulcoweddings.net/
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Floating Death Traps:  
A Call for Regulation of Panga Longlining 

By George Hurchalla

n a recent fishing trip thirty miles offshore, some 
friends of mine and I came across a tragic sight 
which has become all too common in recent years.  
What I took initially to be one flagged end of a Opanga longline, what the locals call a “simbra,” 

was in fact a drifting abandoned longline, with turtles choking 
in the tangled mess of cord, buoys, and hooks.  While I have on 
a number of occasions freed turtles from various 
entanglements, some involving small bunches of broken-off 
longline cord, I had never encountered the disaster of a 
complete abandoned longline before.  They are floating death 
traps, wrapping up turtle after turtle in their tangled mess. 

We spent hours patiently cutting through masses of cord and 
monofilament line, pulling hooks out of turtles, and at times 
having to amputate completely destroyed flippers.  It was 
sickening work but necessary to save the turtles we could, and 
to remove the mess from the water to prevent further untold 
death and destruction.  After our initial work on the first 
discovery, we found another abandoned section of longline a 
few miles away with the same nightmare awaiting us. By the 
time we were finished we had freed 14 turtles, cut loose a half 
dozen dead sharks, and brought a mountain of gear onto my 
friend's boat. 

Panga longlining:  What it is, what's wrong with it
When I first began fishing Huatulco waters in my own boat over 
five years ago, panga longlines were virtually nonexistent.  
When I began to see them, they were rarely longer than a 
quarter mile, marked by a crude black plastic flag on each end, 
with barely visible jugs and plastic bottles keeping the line in 
between afloat. Off the main cord running between the flags are 
short sections of monofilament with circle hooks and bait on 
them, so they can run a few hundred baited hooks in total, 
leave it drifting all day or overnight while a panga sits at one 
end of it tending it, periodically collecting the catch from the 
hooks. 

There are a number of problems with this form of fishing as 
practiced in Huatulco waters that make it an unmitigated 
disaster all around. The first one is that the its product is 
barely fit for human consumption. Unlike some more remote 
areas in Chiapas where longline panga fleets ship their catch to 
Mexico City and are required to carry fish boxes full of ice to 
preserve their catch, there are no standards in Huatulco for 
fish preservation. None of the longline pangas carry ice, and 
the fish rot in the sun and heat all day or all night long.  As a 
lifelong fisherman and fish chef who prides myself on the 
quality of my catch and my preparation, I am appalled at what 
gets sold in the local markets as “fresh fish.”  Oddly, this 
tendency isn't even restricted to locals.  Hardly any of my fellow 
fishermen with private boats at Chahue Marina carry ice for 
their fish either.  In a scorching tropical climate, this has left 
me scratching my head for years.  Few people in the area have 
ever had a chance to eat truly fresh fish as a result, because it 
has been so poorly preserved in the initial hours after being 
caught. 

The second problem with longlining is that by and large the 
products of it are illegal. Commercial large-scale longlining was 
banned within 50 miles of the Mexican coast over 30 years ago. 

 At this time rules were put 
i n  p l a c e  t o  p r o t e c t  
designated sportfish and 
make them off limits to 
commercial harvest. These 
fish include dorado (mahi 
mahi), marlin, and sailfish.  
Authorities at the fisheries 
b o d y ,  C O N A P E S C A ,  
decided the restrictions 
were too hard on the poorer 
panga fishermen who made a living off the sea, and allowed 
them to keep longlining on a small scale as long as they did it 
under a shark permit with the primary target being sharks.  
They are allowed to keep 10 percent bycatch under the permits 
of any type, with 90 percent of the catch required to be shark. 
In practice this is completely unregulated, and the BULK of the 
catch in Huatulco tends to be off-limits dorado, sailfish, and 
marlin, with a small amount of shark.  Sharks have been 
overfished in the Gulf of Tehuantepec for years, and I have 
never been anywhere with such healthy sea life but a nearly 
nonexistent shark population as Huatulco waters. They are 
much more abundant off Puerto Angel and it's not as much of a 
fiction up there that the longliners are shark fishing, but in 
Huatulco waters it is largely a fiction to allow them to harvest 
off-limits fish. 

The third problem with longlining is that it is a disaster for 
navigation.  Just before Christmas when I was fishing offshore, 
there were at least a dozen longline pangas between Santa Cruz 
and Cuatunalco, each running 2-3 mile longlines, blocking off 
nearly every avenue of navigation through the ocean.  The local 
panga sportfishing boats just tilt up their motors and glide over 
the lines when they want to cross them, but larger boats with 
inboard engines cannot do this, and are forced to detour for 
miles to work their way around them. In addition, the lines are 
so poorly marked by their crude jugs and bottles they are 
nearly invisible much of the time, and it's easy to run right 
across one and tangle it in your props before you know it.  
When oil freighters out of Salina Cruz pass up the coast, they 
can destroy a longline and leave it an abandoned ghostline 
unless the panga tending it manages to haul it all in 
beforehand. 

As the longliners have 
become  inc reas ing l y  
brazen about running 
longer and longer lines 
with more and more hooks, 
it  can become quite 
difficult to pull in a three 
mile line in a timely 
fashion. Furthermore, for a 
resort area like Huatulco 
that wants to attract people 
for sportfishing and whale 

watching and enjoyment of the amazing ocean, hazards to 
navigation like longlines are a blight upon the sea for the 
average tourist. Lately I have found longliners to be 
increasingly aggressive as well, charging their pangas at the 
boat I am on and shouting to clear out of “their” area. 
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Many visitors and part time residents, unaware of all the facts, 
are loathe to voice an opinion on how locals can fish or not, it 
being their country and their waters. But when the fishing 
being done is illegal, when Mexican sportfishing captains (who 
bring 1000 times the income to the local economy that the rag-
tag small Huatulco longline fleet does) are almost universally 
against it, and when it has a negative impact on tourism in 
Huatulco, it needs to be denounced. 

A year or two ago, in the Fonatur resort area of Ixtapa-
Zihuatenejo, a campaign by Mexican sportfishing captains to 
enforce the law led the Navy to ban panga longlining in the 
waters there.  In the state of Colima, pressure upon 
CONAPESCA from state politicians concerned about tourism 
has led the fisheries body to start enforcing the law on the 
water around Manzanillo and in the ports.  I attended a 
meeting in Santa Cruz two years ago that angry local 
sportfishing captains demanded to have with the port captain 
and local authorities after somewhere between 30-50 sailfish 
were illegally brought in by longliners one day.  The 
authorities' defense was they would have to enforce the laws 
strictly on everyone, including ones routinely broken by 
sportfishermen, if they were to enforce it on the longliners.  
One burly eloquent sportfishing captain who spoke best for the 
sentiments of those assembled, shouted angrily that they were 
fine with that, but just ENFORCE THE LAW.  

Nothing came of that assembly, because as long as the issue is 
concealed out of view of the tourists, the authorities are 
resistant to acting.  But if we all, as concerned visitors or 
residents of Huatulco, lend our voice to this campaign, 
hopefully we can achieve the same results as in Ixtapa-
Zihuatenejo and Manzanillo. Contact Fonatur to voice your 
concern:

National Level:
Hector Martin Gómez Barranza
Director General

 

Huatulco:
Ramón Sinobal Solís
Regional Delegate, Huatulco

George Hurchalla is a longtime resident of Huatulco, 
dedicated sportfisherman, and runs the website 
huatulcofishing.com to provide tourists with an 
unbiased non-profit source of English language 

information on the entire Huatulco area, as well as 
fishing reports and information.  After this article was 
written, George has rescued at least three more turtles 

from life-threatening tangles with a loose longlines.

fonatur-dg@fonatur.gob.mx

fonatur-huatulco@fonatur.gob.mx

http://fonatur-dg@fonatur.gob.mx
http://fonatur-huatulco@fonatur.gob.mx
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Summer 2015 Anticipated Novels
 (Not Necessarily for the Beach)

By Carole Reedy

o many books, so little time. This month we'll look at 
new releases, novellas and short stories, and a 
personal author recommendation.S

New releases
A God In Ruins.  One of the most 
anticipated recent releases surely is Kate 
Atkinson´s latest novel. It stands to 
reason that reviews will be mixed, given 
the enormous success of her previous 
effort Life After Life. Stephanie Merritt in 
t h e  O b s e r v e r  w a r n s  a g a i n s t  
underestimating A God in Ruins, saying 
“Though it may appear to lack the bold 
formal conceit that made Life After Life so 
original, don't make the mistake of 
thinking that Atkinson has abandoned 
her interest in authorial playfulness.” The book sold out in 
many bookstores immediately upon its release in May.

Atkinson's writing career blossomed with Behind the Scenes at 
the Museum, which remains a favorite of many readers, and 
has continued with Case Histories and Started Early, Took My 
Dog, among others. 

    
Finders Keepers is the second novel in a 
new trilogy by Stephen King that began 
with Mr. Mercedes. Janet Maslin, revered 
critic of the New York Times, thinks this 
new one lacks the “high drama of the 
opening installment, but it has greater 
depth and time for reflection.” Mr. 
Mercedes received praise from reviewers 
and was thought to be among the best of 
King's vast collection. 

King is popular with a wide variety of 
readers. It seems no matter what one's 
preference in reading, a Stephen King 

novel often crosses our paths. King is entertaining yet 
insightful, and he certainly deserves his moniker “master of the 

thmacabre.” Finders Keepers celebrates his 55  published novel. 

In a recent interview in the New York Times, King said that were 
his biography to be written he would want it done by Dave 
Barry, the witty comical writer from Chicago and Miami. King 
also expressed embarrassment at never having read 
Faulkner's Requiem for a Nun or Proust's Remembrances of 
Things Past (and rightfully so!). 

The Girl On The Train by Paula Hawkins has hit 
the track running, garnering many rave reviews. 
It's a quick read that many are picking up at the 
airport this summer before they board for long 
journeys to Europe or the Far East. 
 

God Help the Child by Toni Morrison received mixed 
reviews, as did Atkinson, but Bernadine Evaristo 
(again in the Observer) says the book proves that 
Morrison's writing “is still as fresh, adventurous and 
vigorous as ever.”

Flood of Fire by Amitov Ghosh (due to 
arrive in bookstores August 4).  Those of 
us who read Sea of Poppies and River of 
Smoke  have been patiently, or 
impatiently, awaiting Ghosh's third 
installment to the IBIS trilogy, which 
engages us in the 1839 embargoed trade 
of opium in China and the interference of 
the British in colonial India. In his latest, 
our favorite cast of characters returns to 
tell the story of the Opium Wars.  If you 
haven't read Ghosh's other novels, The 
Hungry Tide and The Glass Palace, 

consider one of these while awaiting publication of Flood of 
Fire. Both books have received applause from readers and 
critics. 

Go Set a Watchman  The entire reading 
public, from avid to occasional readers, 
awaits the July 14 publication of Harper 
Lee's first published novel since To Kill a 
Mockingbird in 1960, a novel that 
continues to sell more than a million 
copies annually. In 1962 the novel was 
made into a movie starring Gregory Peck.  

Much scuttle and controversy surrounds 
the new publication, including whether 
Lee actually wanted the draft manuscript 
of this previous novel (found by her friend 

and lawyer) published, and whether this is Lee's decision or 
that of other interested parties.   The proof will be in the 
reading, and we're eagerly awaiting the July release date to see 
if Lee's new book can hold a candle to To Kill a Mockingbird.

More Harper Lee news: At this 
writing, a collection of her letters, 
written between 1956 and 1961, 
will be auctioned in New York 
sometime in June. In addition, the 
lot will include an autographed 

thcopy of the 35  anniversary edition 
of To Kill a Mockingbird.  The 
letters are anticipated to fetch up 
to US $250,000.

Did you know?
 To Kill a Mockingbird was written when one of Lee’s 

friends bought her some time off work. In 1956, 
Harper Lee’s friend Michael Brown and a number of 
other friends clubbed together and gave her a year’s 

wages for Christmas: ‘You have one year off from your 
job to write whatever you please. Merry Christmas.’ 

She used the year off work to write To Kill a 
Mockingbird.
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The Buried Giant by Kazuo Ishiguro. 
When Ishiguro started this novel, which 
the New York Times calls the “weirdest, 
riskiest and most ambitious thing he's 
published in his celebrated career,” 
criticism from his wife after reading the 
opening pages (“This will not do”) caused 
him to set aside the book for six years. The 
recurring themes in his novels appear in 
this combination of fantasy and literary 
fiction.  David Mitchell, author of the 
acclaimed Cloud Atlas, said if “forced at 
knifepoint to name his favorite Ishiguro 
novel, it would be The Buried Giant.”

Mr. Ishiguro won the Man Booker Prize in 1989 for Remains of 
the Day, the story of an English butler who dedicates his life to 
service. Ishiguro has been shortlisted for the prize several 
times recently.  

Novellas and short stories
Scottish, Rhodesian-
born Alexander McCall 
Smith's stories have 
captured the hearts of a 
cornucopia of readers. 
One of his fans put it 
simply: “This is the way 
the world should be.”  
McCall Smith's loyal 
readers are continually 
satisfied and amazed by 
the sheer number of 
pages he writes each 
year, producing several 
new books for each of his 
series. With themes 
developed with a sense 
of humor and a smack of philosophy, simplicity is the secret to 
the success of these highly amusing, yet thought-provoking, 
novels. I've never come across a negative comment or harsh 
criticism of these works. In addition, he writes a series of 
children's books.

You would have to live in a cave not to have heard of the simple 
adventures of Mma Precious Ramotswe, star of The Number 1 
Ladies Detective Agency series. The first book of the same 
title sold more than 20 million copies worldwide. Currently, 
you can enjoy 15 of these delightful novels, which take place in 
Botswana. 

If you're unaware of McCall Smith's other four series, do check 
them out. Nine books make up the daily adventures of the 44 
Scotland Street series. Nine more explore Isabel Dalhousie's 
adventures as an amateur sleuth while she pursues classical 
music, young men, and suspicious deaths in The Sunday 
Philosophy Club series. Three books set in Pimlico (an upper-
class London neighborhood) with some quite eccentric 
characters make up the Corduroy Mansions series.  Finally, 
four books in the Professor Dr. Von Igelfeld Entertainment 
series, the first of which is intriguingly entitled Portuguese 
Irregular Verbs.

Not enough? McCall Smith has published numerous books of 
short stories and stand-alone novels. His list of children's 
books, published first in 1978, is too long to even attempt to 
recommend some of them here. His nonfiction writing 
concerns medical law and bioethics. The series books are ideal 
for beach reading as they are short novels published in a 
comfortable-sized paperback book form with good-sized print. 

 If you haven't read these…
The Neapolitan tetralogy by Elena Ferrante begins with 
three published novels (in English): My Brilliant Friend, The 
Story of a New Name, and Those Who Leave and Those Who 
Stay. The fourth, The Story of the Lost Child, will be released 
in English on September 1, 2015.

“Days in the lives of a group of young 
people in an untrendy area of Naples” is 
one way to describe these compelling 
novels. A friend said “How is it that one 
can become so involved and intrigued in 
books that follow the daily lives of these 
young, rather normal people in a shabby 
area of Naples?”  (The first book begins 
when they are eight years old and 
continues through high school, and 
onward.) The answer is simple:  it's the 
writing. There's no question that the 
success of these three novels is based on 
the quality of Ferrante's writing and her 
ability to draw you into her world.  The process is a detailed 
and slow one. There is no analysis of anyone or anything. 
Rather, Ferrante takes us through the characters' lives and 
decisions that ultimately affect their future.  

She says (in the interview mentioned in the next paragraph) 
that she “can't respect the rules of genres—the reader who 
reads me hoping for a thriller or a love story or a bildungsroman 
would surely be disappointed. Only the thread of events 
interests me. In the Neapolitan Novels, the plot avoided every 
kind of trap set by fixed rules and convention.”

The Paris Review just published the first in-person interview 
with Ferrante (a pen name).  Until now, she has given no 
interviews over the phone and she doesn't make public 
appearances. The interviewers were her husband-and-wife 
publishers of Italian fiction, Sandro Ferri and Sandra Ozzola 
Ferri, and their daughter, Eva.  It's a lengthy conversationin 
which Ferrante talks about writing and the self-promotion 
imposed by the media. “This self-promotion diminishes the 
actual work of art, whatever that art may be, and it has become 
universal.”
   
Of writers and writing she so eloquently says, “Anyone who 
puts writing at the center of his life ends up in the situation of 
Dencombe in Henry James' The Middle Years, who, about to 
die at the peak of success, hopes to have one more opportunity 
to test himself and discover whether he can do better than what 
he's already done. Alternatively, he lives with the desperate 
feeling--expressed in the exclamation of Proust's Bergotte 
when he sees Vermeer's little patch of yellow wall--'That is how 
I ought to have written.'”

Lawyer Perla Vazquez Moctezuma

Marina Park Plaza Local #9
Chahue, Huatulco, Oaxaca
Mobile 958 116 7292 Telcel

Mobile 958 107 3221 Movistar

Contact us for all your
 legal needs! 

www.consultorialegalvm.com

Immigration Specialist

http://www.consultorialegalvm.com/
http://www.huatulcoweddings.net/
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Climate Change Affecting Oceans

By Jan Chaiken and Marcia Chaiken

n May 2015, Huatulco experienced a mar de fondo, a 
regularly spaced sequence of extremely high waves.  
Although it may appear to witnesses to be similar to a 
tsunami, a mar de fondo is not caused by seismic activity Ibut rather by a large storm at some distance from the 

beach where the waves are landing.  A delight to surfers, the 
large waves can, however, destroy boats and piers in marinas 
and inundate the lower floor of buildings close to the coastline.  
Along the Oaxaca coast, the mar de fondo made some highways 
impassible, and some hotel lobbies and schools were flooded.

This phenomenon illustrates how changes that occur in 
oceans, or in weather patterns over the oceans, can affect a 
locality even if the water there is crystal clear and does not 
seem to have changed much over the past few decades.  The 
Oaxaca Coast is highly dependent on a favorable relationship 
with the ocean – for attracting tourists, for transportation, for 
fishing and other occupations, and for survival of buildings 
that were not constructed to withstand repeated inundations 
or violent weather.  Major port cities, whether or not attractive 
to tourists, are also dependent for their commerce on a 
somewhat placid and predictable ocean. The cargo off-loaded 
at ports is delivered to localities all over the country, so in this 
sense all of Mexico is dependent on stability of its coasts.

The United Nations sponsors a study group at its Institute for 
Environment and Development that conducts global research 
on low elevation coastal zones (LECZs), which are defined as 
areas that begin at the coastline of a sea or ocean and continue 
inward up to 10 meters (about 33 feet) above sea level.  
Portions of Huatulco, of course, fall in this category, as do 
many other inhabited coastal areas of the state of Oaxaca.  
Recent advances in satellite photography have enabled 
researchers to map accurately the land use of coastal zones 
and thereby to estimate the population in low elevation coastal 
zones and to study the changes in population there.  To those 
of us who have specifically sought out an ocean resort 
community, it is no surprise that the research shows a fairly 
rapid increase in the percentage of population that lives or 
works in such coastal zones.

Mexico is a country that has a relatively high percentage of its 
population in coastal zones.  Some countries such as 
Switzerland, of course, have none, while island nations have 
high percentages of their population there.  Mexico, with 5% of 
its population in low elevation coastal zones, ranks higher in 
this regard than Russia, Canada, the United States, China, 
Australia, Brazil, India, and many other countries with 
extensive coastlines.  Think about major cities in the Americas  
– many of them touch the coast (43% of cities in Latin America 
with population over 500,000, according to the UN study 
group).  As the oceans change, life in those localities will 
change.

Why suddenly are scientists concerned about populations 
living close to the coast?  The recognition of changes in the 
oceans have prompted this concern.

M o s t  n o t a b l y ,  t h e  
t empera ture  a t  the  
surface of the water as 
well as the temperature of 
the atmosphere has been 
increasing gradually since 
1900.  Temperatures prior 
to 1900, although not as 
accurately measured as 
today's, indicate at least 
several centuries of stable 
ocean heat. Since 1990, 
the total temperature rise 
of the oceans has been 
0.8ºC.  In addition, since 
1955, when methods were 
developed to estimate 
global sea level, the sea 
level has risen steadily to a 
total of 20 cm (8 in).  

These apparently small 
changes in ocean surface 
temperature have been causing disproportionately large 
changes in the weather patterns over the oceans.  Storms over 
the ocean are increasing in frequency and growing in size and 
violence, creating more frequent storm surges on coastal land.  
While a community can restore itself after a hurricane once 
every 30 years or so, no coastal community can long withstand 
2 major inundations per year.  In large cities with a coastline, 
many kinds of businesses will simply choose to move 
elsewhere if experiencing repeated flooding.  Inundations and 
violent disruptions of vacations at beach resorts anywhere in 
the world gradually make all coastal destinations – even those 
unaffected -- less attractive to tourists and investors, as few 
people seek vacations that may be anxiety-ridden.  

Other visible effects of warming are well established – less 
snow, ice, and glaciers in the Northern Hemisphere, melting of 
the Greenland ice sheet, less ice in the Arctic Ocean 
(particularly in the summer and autumn, down 40% just since 
the year 2000), and ice sheets in Antarctica tottering on the 
brink of sliding into the ocean.  When ice melt declines as a 
source of river water, a remarkable change occurs where the 
rivers meet the ocean: the water in those deltas becomes more 
brackish, and marine animals that previously thrived there are 
no longer found in the waters.  

These kinds of changes in oceans also threaten food 
production, coastal infrastructure, and marine animals.  Since 
1970, six species of whales have nearly vanished from the Gulf 
of Mexico – Bryde whale, blue whale, finback whale, sei whale, 
humpback whale, and sperm whale.  

Sea turtles are remarkably threatened by small changes in 
their environment.  All female turtles come ashore at nesting 
beaches, dig nests in the sand, lay their eggs, and return to the 
sea.  Erosion of the beaches and flooding of the nests threatens 
the nests.  The maximum temperature that turtle eggs can 
incubate may be exceeded, in which case none of the eggs in 
that particular area will hatch.  
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Even if the eggs hatch, the temperature during incubation 
influences the sex of the hatchlings, with more females and 
fewer males at higher temperatures.  In some areas that were 
previously good nesting grounds for turtles, 90% of the newly 
hatched turtles are females.  Since turtles migrate long 
distances from the place they hatch to areas where they mate, 
the chance of females meeting up with a suitable sperm donor 
will be greatly reduced by this skewed sex ratio. Fortunately, 
female turtles can store sperm for relatively long periods of 
time, so if they meet up with a suitable mate they can produce 
eggs for several seasons, and the effects of the changing sex 
ratio are mitigated.

Commercial fish and shellfish also have temperature limits 
under which they can reproduce and thrive.  Many species can 
easily adapt by gradually moving to new areas.  For example 
New England lobsters are vanishing in areas south of the Gulf 
of Maine.  Although the fish and shellfish may survive 
elsewhere, how will the food needs of coastal communities be 
met as these changes occur?

Coastal erosion can make rapid, dramatic changes in the 
suitability of beaches for recreation and relaxation.  Previously 
broad sand beaches can become primarily rocky or essentially 
disappear.  Short-term measures such as shipping sand to the 
beaches create a financial strain on small towns that are 
primarily tourist destinations.

A distinct and separate change that has been occurring in 
oceans is the gradual increase in their acidity (lower pH).  This 
is caused by the oceans' absorption of carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere, a chemical process that is well understood.  Some 
marine animals (such as corals, clams, mussels, and some 
other shellfish) have shells composed of a material that 
dissolves in acid.  As the ocean pH declines, these organisms 
have greater difficulty surviving and reproducing.  In some 
areas, the soft shells of juvenile sea snails dissolve as soon as 
they metamorphosize from their larval stage, and coral reefs 
are readily seen to be deteriorating along the coasts of Mexico.  
The increasing acidity of the oceans is also killing off very small 
marine organisms such as plankton, which are an important 
part of the food chain for larger aquatic life.  The magnitude 
and implications of these changes are not well understood, 
because the pH levels of the oceans have been stable until quite 
recently. 

Some say that these are just natural cycles that the earth has 
continuously undergone.  In fact there was a period of high 
ocean acidity, 252 million years ago.  During that period, 96% 
of marine species were extinguished, with the “side effect” that 
90% of life on land also perished.  Of course, there weren't any 
humans around then, to worry about this major extinction of 
life forms.  But, hey folks, should we really just complacently 
assume that we'll be among the 10% of species that will 
survive?  Or should we address the underlying causes and 
continue to enjoy life – especially in Coastal Oaxaca?

Ocean Music
By Leigh Morrow

he first time I saw any of the five bodies of water that 
call themselves an Ocean, I was mesmerized
For years, I had sat summer evenings on the back 
steps of my home in the landlocked Canadian TPrairies, a shell bought at a garage sale cradled to my 

ear, imagining what an Ocean could possibly sound like.

I had visualized sailing a ship across any of them, but 
especially the Pacific, and landing in exotic sounding places 
like Bora Bora and Tahiti, where I would live on the beach and 
collect glass, polished smooth by the waves, to wear around my 
neck. I imagined I was Black and balanced baskets high on my 
head filled with sweet fruit like papayas and fragrant mangoes.
This was long before the Internet, when children had to 
imagine what they could not see in their own backyards. I had 
imagined the Ocean as vast, and blue, but nothing could have 
prepared me for its power.
 
I was just 11 when I heard the surf roar for the first time, as it 
pounded the Oregon coast, but was immediately struck with 
its omnipresence. I was hearing those waves for the first time, 
yet they had been pounding and crashing every few seconds, of 
every hour, of every day, for every year, since I was born!  At 11, 
I wasn't too concerned about the fact that those waves had 
been crashing well before I arrived into this world, but the fact 
that something had been happening, right alongside me while I 
ate and grew and slept and ran, was more than intriguing to 
me. 

Even now, when I return to my second home on the Pacific 
Ocean, those first few hours when I can finally hear the waves 
crash again, as I unpack and then as I lie in my bed after many 
nights away, each wave pounding the shore, leaving its mark, 
reminds me of the power, and mostly the repetition, day in day 
out, century after century, crashing and receding, oblivious to 
our world, our interruptions of war and disease and death. 
Then, as magically, as I hear them, within a day or two, they go 
silent.

As I settle into the rhythms of my village, my daily chores and 
beach run, my new routines of Mexican life, the sound of the 
Ocean becomes a background noise, like elevator music, there, 
but not really noticed, until something reminds you to listen. I 
think the Ocean provides a perfect metaphor for our lives. Like 
the waves, life in all its sounds, smells, colors and heart-
wrenching intensity, is seldom absorbed in all its vibrancy, 
until something shocks us, back to hear what children can 
naturally hear. The sound of the waves, when I first arrive in 
San Agustinillo, is like hearing with newborn ears, a sound so 
loud, yet, within days, has softened, so accustomed have I 
become relentless crashing.

We all become accustomed to life's sounds,  life's colors, 
scents, sweetness and textures as we plod along our trail. Life 
slowly fades, before us, like the lens of a camera that quietly 
closes. The intensity of youth is no different from the intensity 
of Midlife, what's changed is our ability to be mesmerized by 
life's richness. While I can still hear them crash and retreat, if 
for just a few brief hours, I'm eleven again, and oblivious to my 
parents, or my siblings, the running car, or the picnic lunch, 
spellbound by the grandeur  of a single wave whose 
momentum will never stop.

Leigh Morrow is a Vancouver writer who operates Casa 
Mihale, a vacation rental in the quaint ocean front 

community of San Agustinillo, Mexico. Her house can be 

viewed and rented at  www.gosanagustinillo.com.

http://www.gosanagustinillo.com
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The Game of
Bridging Culture 

 
By Geri Anderson

fter talking for a few minutes with Carl Owens, 
you'll feel as if his head is full of ideas that spill out 
like water in a leaking garrafone! When you meet 
Arturo Ediberto Garcia Aguilar, it's evident that Ahe's no stranger to overcoming obstacles and 

solving problems. Combine these two men, one a retiree from 
Georgia, the other a bilingual Mexican, and you end up with 
the first bridge league in the entire country, which focuses on 
teaching bridge to young people. It receives support from the 
American Contract Bridge League (ACBL).

Here's how it happened.  Carl was taking Spanish lessons from 
Arturo. “Come spring, he lost most of his students because 
they were “snowbirds” who flew back north.” Carl recalls. 
“Arturo had saved some of his winter income, but needed more 
to support his family of three.”

Arturo, Carl and Barbara Lyons Perez, a certified director of the 
ACBL and a longtime member of the Oaxaca Bridge Club, came 
up with a plan. Arturo would teach bridge to Mexican youth. He 
had learned bridge with Kay Burch at the Oaxaca Bridge Club 
(consisting of mostly extranjeros) and loved the game. During 
the summer, La Liga de Bridge Oaxaca, with Carl as 
administrator, was formed. This was created to provide 
outreach to the Mexican population and to offer bridge classes 
to youngsters. Arturo's salary and other expenses were funded 
initially by donations.

Reminiscing about that first summer school, Carl and Arturo 
recall that they started with a class at Centro de Esperanza 
Infantil, an organization assisting street children, where there 
was space available and a community of Mexican kids. 
However, only two showed up for the first class, but word 
spread fast and by summer's end there were 24 students in two 
classes. Esperanza Infantil provided a part-time teacher. When 
school started in the fall, the classes continued with bridge 
lessons given before and after school.

Requests for bridge classes came from other organizations 
also, such as the Instituto Luis Sarmiento (INLUSA), a private 
school in Colonial Reforma and La Universidad Para Adultos 
Mayores (UNIDAM), an organization for seniors. The diversity 
of folks seeking bridge lessons illustrates that this card game 
“bridges” age differences and socio-economic status. 

By the end of August, the groups were ready for their first mini-
tournament. Held in a lush event park, Las Nogales, seventeen 
students from INLUSA and Esperanza Infantil participated, 
with members of the Oaxaca Bridge Club helping with 
organization and supervision.

“The event was a big hit, a chance to get out of the city and 
compete in bridge, followed by a feast of hamburgers,” Carl 
recalls. “The youngsters were very proud of the certificates of 
participation each received. They're always asking for another 
tournament.”  

Because of the interest in card lessons, Arturo decided to cut 
back on Spanish classes and focus on teaching bridge to 
Mexican youth. Carl applied for and received a grant from the 
ACBL for $6,000. That would allow Arturo to be a full time 
bridge teacher. 

“It's a great game for kids,” Arturo explains, “because you have 
to know what the goal is, make decisions focusing on that goal, 
and count the whole time. Bridge is played as a two-person 
team competing with another two person team.”  He notes that 
in addition to team work, problem solving and sharpening 
math abilities, the students learned the importance of being on 
time.

“Mexicans have some problems with that,” Arturo says. 
“However, the kids soon discovered that being late not only 
hurt the other players, but late comers missed some of the 
lecture, some key strategies and pointers.”

In the spring of 2015 participants at the Oaxaca Learning 
Center, a tutoring program for young adults, asked for bridge 
lessons, expanding the program to yet another age group. 

“We expect that we'll get enthusiasts from The Learning Center 
who will become bridge teachers,” predicts Arturo, illustrating 
his forward-thinking attitude toward the possibilities of La Liga 
de Bridge Oaxaca. And his enthusiasm isn't unfounded. To 
date there are fifty-one participants in four locations.



The Eye 13

Galeria del Angel
Art Studio with works by

Mateo Lopez & Cheli Araceli

Next to Melchor Ocampo,  Puerto Angel
Appointments:

Cel: 958 109 0013
Tel: 958 584 3343

mateo_537@hotmail.com
Work on Commission Available

Although the ACBL didn't renew its grant in 2015, the program 

continues with private donations and hands-on assistance 

from members of the Oaxaca Bridge Club. The classes are held 

in space provided by schools and local organizations. In April 

2015 La Liga de Bridge sponsored its first Intergenerational 

Games. Adult bridge players from the Oaxaca Bridge Club 

joined the youth. In two hours, five tables of players completed 

twelve hands of Chicago Style Bridge.

  

“This provided a chance for the kids to play with a variety of 

partners of all ages since Chicago play changes partners every 

four hands,” Carl explains. “The Oaxaca Bridge Club members 

played with the young bridge students, sharing tips and 

strategies. They're looking forward to future inclusive games.”

Arturo's new career affords him more than just money, he says, 

telling the story of a 12-year-old girl who had never played 

cards with her family and was doing poorly at bridge. “After a 

few games, she told me 'I'm a stupid person,' Arturo recalls. “I 

explained that we all learn from our mistakes, and she kept 

coming. After about two months of classes she got the best 

score of the day!  Now when newcomers say they can't do it, she 

tells them 'yes you can.' She encourages them to keep trying. 

She learned that mistakes aren't bad.” Arturo's personal motto 

is: If you aren't making mistakes, you're not trying hard 

enough,” while Carl's motto is:  “The best hand at bridge is the 

next one.”

A current edition of “Latin American Bridge News” lists seven 

reasons to teach your child bridge. One reason is: “You can 

play bridge forever and continue to improve as you age. You 

can't say the same for football, baseball, tennis, hockey, 

volleyball, skateboarding or gymnastics. You may be able to do 

all those things when you're 80, but I bet your 18-year-old self 

was way better. In bridge, your glory days are always ahead of 

you. How awesome to fall in love with something and not have 

to stop when you graduate high school.”

For information on La Liga de Bridge Oaxaca or ongoing bridge 

classes in Spanish and English contact Arturo Garcia: 044-

951-139-9527 or edibertogarcia@gmail.com.

Geri Anderson, a retired journalist, has lived in Oaxaca City 

since 1997. She recently self-published a memoir of her life in 

Oaxaca, “Oh Oaxaca!” email: geriande@yahoo.com
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Inland in Oaxaca We Eat Meat: A Terminology Primer

By Alvin Starkman, M.A., J.D.

e were told that the broad theme for this issue 
is the ocean.  I assumed that our contributors 
living on or near the coast would write about 
sun sand and surf, aquatic life, fishing and 
boat tours, or eating seafood.  Since I don't W

live on the coast and rarely visit the Oaxacan resort towns, I 
decided it would be more appropriate to write about what I 

know more about, which is meat. Inland we eat much more 
meat than fish and seafood.

Even well-traveled tourists who have years of experience 
ordering food in restaurants throughout Latin America, may 
find it a little different getting what they want in a restaurant in 
Oaxaca.  Not that Oaxacans are so provincial that their palates 
lack exacting gastronomic sophistication, or that we in Oaxaca 
don't know the different between a sandwich on a bun (torta in 
Oaxaca), and a piece of cake (torta in some other parts of Latin 
America).  Spanish terminology at times varies from country to 
country, and indeed from state to state in Mexico.  A gordita in 
Puebla is a thick tortilla usually with a filling, while a gordita in 
Oaxaca is a plump girl or woman. Now that's quite a difference, 
although etymologically I assume there's a connection. 

What follows is an explanation of some common culinary 
terms, essentials when ordering meat plates in Oaxaca, 
whether at a high end restaurant, middle-of-the-road 
lunchtime haunt for both tourists and locals, comedor 
featuring a comida corrida (daily lunchtime full meal special), 
urban street stand, or roadside eatery along any highway.

One might ask “why the need for a glossary of food terms when 
visiting a popular tourist destination in Mexico.”  In Oaxaca 
many restaurants do not have bilingual menus or staff, 
especially when one ventures away from the restaurants noted 
in the usual tourist guide books.  True enough, those eateries 
popular with foreign tourists do cater to English speaking 
clientele; but there's much to be said for venturing off-the-
beaten-track and sampling food in the smaller restaurants and 
comedors; where Oaxacans eat, whether near the state capital 
or away from the beaches of Huatulco and Puerto Escondido.

  

Here's my primer on meat terminology in Oaxaca: 
Cecina is thinly sliced, grilled or fried pork 
with a dusting of chili, usually quite tender.  
It's generally not very spicy, so sampling 
should entice even those whose intestinal 
tracts cannot tolerate the heat. 

Tasajo is beef, also thinly sliced and cooked 
just like cecina.  It's usually seasoned with 
only salt.  Tasajo does not tend to be quite as 
tender as cecina, probably because in modern 
times virtually any cut of beef is used to 
prepare the dish. 

Alambre is strips of tasajo usually grilled with 
onion and green pepper (but not exclusively), 
served with melted quesillo (Oaxacan string 
cheese) on top. Restaurants serving 
“authentic” alambre use a better, more tender 
cut of beef than tasajo. Alambre can also be 
made with pork or chorizo.

Chorizo is Mexican sausage, once again prepared like tasajo 
and cecina, usually served link, but 
sometimes outside the casing.  Chorizo is 
made with minced pork (sometimes with beef 
as well, and at times using chicken for the 
more health conscious) and fairly spicy dried 
chili peppers which have been ground at a 
local mill. When served as huevos con 
chorizo it consists of scrambled eggs with fried chorizo mixed 
in; as choriqueso it's simply a mixture of fried chorizo and 
melted quesillo.

Barbacoa can be misleading, since the meat 
is not prepared on a gas or charcoal grill.  It's 
usually goat or sheep (at fiestas it's 
sometimes beef) prepared in an in-ground 
oven, stewed and often served with its juices, 
at times alongside a mushy hominy-style 
corn known as zagüeza. But when the menu 
refers to barbacoa de pollo, it means chicken prepared with a 
tomato-based sauce, the distinctive flavoring coming from 
avocado leaf. 

Community with luxury amenities
Condos for Sale and for Rent

www.mansionescdm.com
Mansiones Cruz del Mar

(958) 583 7226

http://mansionescdm.com/
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Parrillada is a medley of 
meats, vegetables and cheese, 
often partially cooked in the 
kitchen and then brought to 
the table, still on the hibachi, 
where the grilling continues. A 
parrilla simply signifies a grill, 
as in a North American style 
charcoal barbecue; hence 
pollo a la parrilla would be 
chicken grilled over charcoal or firewood, while pollo rostizado 
usually signifies chicken prepared on a commercial spit as 
commonly encountered throughout the US and Canada.

Costillas are pork ribs, arrachera is grilled skirt steak and 
albondigas are meat balls.

Tampiqueña is a better cut of beef, usually grilled filet, 
traditionally served with enchiladas, beans and tortillas.  
When one orders this dish, nothing more should be needed to 
provide a satisfying meal. The name derives from the fact that 
tampiqueña originated in Tampico. 

Fajitas usually connotes strips of pork, chicken or beef, fried 
with a combination of onion, tomato and chili, accompanied by 
tortillas and often white rice. This is not a traditional Oaxacan 
plate, though it's becoming increasingly popular, especially for 
catering to the tourist trade, á la tex-mex.  The plate originated 
from a desire to use up the small strips of chicken which are 
alongside the breast. 

A tlayuda is essentially an oversized tortilla from the comal or 
grill, with a bit of manteca (pork fat) and black bean paste, 
topped with cheese, sliced tomato and shredded lettuce.  It's 
served folded or open face.  Meat (chorizo, cecina or tasajo) is 
often added; on the open face version it's served on top, often in 
strips, and when folded the meat is either inside or served on 
the side. 

Tlayudas should arguably be categorized differently than the 
other dishes noted above. However, because of the tradition of 
serving the tlayuda with meat, one can clearly consider it a 
meat plate.  There are in fact other main courses which can 
include meats such as enchiladas, but one tends to consider 
such meals tortilla-based and not meat plates.  

Alvin Starkman operates 
Mezcal Educational Excursions of Oaxaca. 

 www.mezcaleducationaltours.com

his species, whose scientific 
name is Pseudorca crassidens 
(pseudo = false, orca = Latin for 
c e t a c e a n ,  e . g .  m a r i n e  
m a m m a l s :  w h a l e s  a n d  T

dolphins; crassidens = 'thick-tooth') is 
actually a member of the dolphin family, 
and is the only member of its genus. It 
was first described in 1846 and is the 
fourth largest dolphin in the world. The 
species is fairly widespread in its 
distribution; they have been observed in 
shallow water including the Mediterranean and Red Seas but 
are more common in the deeper tropical to temperate waters of 
the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian Oceans. They are considered 
uncommon but there are no global population estimates. The 
United State (U.S.) National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) 
concluded that false killer whales were the least common of the 
18 species of toothed whales and dolphins found in Hawaiian 
waters. Although not hunted commercially, they can be caught 
as bycatch and through other fishery interactions, such as the 
Hawaii longline fishery and bottomfish fishery off the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. They are hunted in Indonesia, 
Japan, and the West Indies. In the US this species is listed as 
Endangered under the Endangered Species Act.

I first saw them this winter at Latitude 15N, 6 miles offshore of 
the Mexican coast of Oaxaca, when on board a boat operated by 
a local dive shop, emphasis on first saw, as with all my 
experiences on or under the sea, from Mexico to the 
Mediterranean to Vietnam, I had never seen them before.  A 
large pod surrounded our boat so we were able to get as close as 
six feet. They are roughly 1/3 the size of killer whales, lack the 
white marks on the body, and have a similar shaped hook-like 
dorsal fin, but a blunt-shaped beak.  At first I did not think 
they were dolphins, being used to seeing the narrow snout or 
beak of the bottlenose and other species. They are dark in 
color. Males are larger than the females at almost 20 feet (6 m), 
while females reach lengths of 15 feet (4.5 m).  In adulthood, 
false killer whales can weigh approximately 1,500 pounds (700 
kg). 

Like killer whales and other toothed whales, they are predators 
and have been known to eat smaller dolphins. They feed during 
the day on fish and at night on cephalopods (octopus, 
cuttlefish). Other similarities include the production of few 
offspring, and slow maturation.  Females reach sexual 
maturity around 10 years, males much later at 18 years. 
Breeding season lasts several months.  Females ovulate once 
annually giving birth to a single calf following a 15-month 
gestation period, which is followed by lactation for one and a 
half to two years. They reproduce after approximately seven 
years.  They are long-lived, to approximately 63 years. 

They are social animals, and form strong bonds, so seeing a 
large group should not have been surprising. They are usually 
found in groups of ten to twenty that belong to much larger 
groups of up to 40 individuals. False killer whales are also 
found with other cetaceans, most notably bottlenose dolphins. 
To increase success of finding prey, these animals travel in 
broad swaths up to several miles wide. Sharing of food has 
been observed between individuals. 
So keep your eyes open the next time you are on the lovely 
Pacific waters of the Oaxacan coast; you may be lucky enough 
to see these magnificent animals.  

False Killer Whales 
Julie Etra

http://www.cosmoresidences.com/
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Hurricanes—Not Just for Meteorologists

illy me.  I used to think that there were hurricanes in 
the Atlantic Ocean, cyclones in the Pacific, typhoons 
usually aimed themselves at Japan, and then there 
were the monsoons, which had a lot of rain and were Shot and steamy, and they all stuck to their 

geography like glue.   Living in the northeastern U.S., kids 
found those Atlantic hurricanes exciting—when a hurricane 
actually made it all the way to Maine, my father would drive us 
around on my brother's paper route in case there were any 
downed electric lines we wanted to play with.  

How Hurricanes Work
All those big storms roaring in off the ocean are “tropical 
cyclones,” and yes, the different names are generally attached 
to the regions where they originate.  Tropical cyclones are 
large-scale storm systems with a low pressure center (the “eye” 
of the hurricane), spiraling bands of rain, and strong winds.   
They begin over warm tropical and subtropical 
waters—hurricanes need water that is at least 80ºF (27ºC) to 
get started.  A warm ocean is constantly evaporating water off 
its surface (what goes up) and when it gets far enough up to 
cool off, it returns (must come down) as clouds and rain.  To 
come back down, the water vapor rising from the ocean 
condenses, releasing the “latent heat of condensation,” (the 
energy required to condense back into water), into the 
atmosphere, warming up the air.  As air warms, it becomes less 
dense, i.e., it becomes a low-pressure area, which draws up 
more water vapor from the surface of the ocean.  If this heat 
exchange continues, it creates a circular wind pattern that 
forms the eye, throwing off the bands of rain by means of the 
rotating winds.  

The wind patterns are “promoted” because when warm air 
rises, cooler air blows in under the warm air, hitting the rising 
warm air and pushing it to rise more rapidly; at the same time, 
above the low pressure area, cooler winds are also hitting the 
rising warm air, thus pulling it up more rapidly.  If this 
“pressure gradient” is not moderated, the hurricane just goes 
faster and faster.  Hurricanes are classed by wind speed—a 
Category 1 hurricane has winds from 74 to 94 miles per hour, 
while a Category 5 hurricane has wind speeds exceeding 155 
miles per hour.   However, if the upper winds start moving at 
different speeds and angles (wind shear), the hurricane 
“mechanism” disorganizes and the hurricane dissipates.  Wind 
shear keeps most thunderstorms from turning into 
hurricanes; anything that interrupts the cyclone of whirling 
and rising most air, particularly hitting land, will eventually 
bring the storm to its end.   (Not soon enough for Hurricanes 
Katrina and Sandy . . . )

Since warmth of the oceans and atmosphere is a factor in 
generating hurricanes, should we expect more hurricanes as a 
result of global warming?  Researchers don't yet agree on this, 
but observations have shown that the frequency and intensity 
of hurricanes has increased, and that rising sea levels have 
made recent hurricanes more destructive.   This is correlated 
with an increase in the surface temperature of the ocean, but of 
course correlation is not causation.  

Mexican Hurricanes
As a kid, I was generally right about where different versions of 
tropical cyclones occur, but not about Mexico.  Even though 
the Spanish conquistadores adopted the word 'huracán' (god of 
evil, god of storms) from the Caribbean Tainos, and they 
probably got it from the Mayan god Hurakan, it never crossed 
my mind that Mexico had hurricanes.  

Oh, but they do, and they come at Mexico 
from both the western Atlantic (mostly 
the Gulf of Mexico) and the eastern 
Pacific.  Not only that, Mexico has had 
hurricanes that cross the country from 
the Pacific to the Atlantic and vice versa.   
In 2013, a weakened Hurricane Ingrid 
came ashore at La Pesca (Tamaulipas) at 
the same time Tropical Storm Manual made landfall at 
Manzanillo (Colima); weak as they might have been, 24 people 
died in flooding and mudslides.   

In terms of conditions, somewhat more than half of Mexico lies 
in the tropics—the Tropic of Cancer crosses the states of Baja 
California Sur, Sinaloa, Durango, Zacatecas, San Luis Potosí, 
Nuevo León, and Tamaulipas, with everything below that line 
being tropical; most of the states above the line are considered 
subtropical—so the water temperature conditions are ideal for 
hurricane formation.  

Because hurricanes in the eastern Pacific are generally pushed 
westward, away from Mexico, by the prevailing winds, the 
Pacific coast of Mexico has suffered less destruction overall 
than the Atlantic coast.  The only Pacific hurricane to make 
landfall at Category 5 intensity happened in 1959, when the 
“Mexico” hurricane screamed ashore at 160 mph (260 km/h), 
killing over 1,800 people—making it the deadliest Pacific 
tropical cyclone ever—and devastating the states of Jalisco and 
Colima, wreaking $260 million U.S. in damage (about $2.111 
billion U.S. today).

There have been three Atlantic hurricanes that made landfall 
at Category 5:  Janet (1955), Gilbert (1988), and Dean (2007) 
all hit the Yucatán Peninsula at 175 mph (280 km/h) or more.  
Together, they killed 1,354 people and caused $15.242 billion 
in damage (in today's U.S. dollar).

The Hurricanes of Oaxaca:  Pauline and Carlotta
While Oaxaca gets one or more hurricanes every season, 
1997's Hurricane Pauline was probably the worst.  Pauline 
started as a “tropical wave” from Africa; a tropical wave is a low-
pressure north-south trough that moves from east to west, 
usually generating thunderstorms that easily turn to 
hurricanes.  The wave crossed from the Atlantic to the Pacific 
over Panama; it strengthened to a tropical storm south and a 
little east of Salina Cruz, and to hurricane strength (Category 
4) aimed straight northeast at Salina Cruz about 250 miles 
away.  Pauline turned to follow the Oaxacan coast from Salina 
Cruz northwards, and made landfall as a Category 2 hurricane 
at 110 mph (175 km/h) in Puerto Angel.  

Because Pauline attacked some of Mexico's poorest regions, 
the death toll is only an estimate—somewhere between 230 
and 400 people were killed outright or swept away in 
mudslides; the Mexican Red Cross estimated another 1,900 
people to be missing.   The monetary estimate was $447.8 
million U.S. (about $663 million U.S. today).  Pauline also 
wrought tremendous damage to infrastructure and the 
environment.  Flooding wiped out bridges, electric lines, and 
telecommunication capabilities.  About 500 Oaxacan 
communities—Zapotec, Mixtec, and Chatino—were wiped out 
entirely, and a quarter of a million people were left homeless.   
Pauline damaged over 200 square miles of selva seca (the dry 
jungle that surrounds Huatulco) and low-lying rainforest.  
Losses to the coffee harvest were enormous.  The hurricane 
also caused beach erosion so severe that it destroyed 40 million 
Olive Ridley turtle eggs and 10 million baby turtles in Mazunte.  

By Deborah Van Hoewyk
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Hurricane Carlotta and a Community
On June 12, 2012, Carlotta started as a tropical wave off Costa 
Rica.  The U.S. National Hurricane Center promoted it to a 
tropical depression on June 14—the wave had generated 
thunderstorms and winds had developed a circular pattern.  
Later the same day, Carlotta's rain bands increased and she 
became an official tropical storm.  By the next day, June 15, 
the eye had developed, and Carlotta headed for Puerto 
Escondido as a Category 2 hurricane with winds of up to 114 
mph (about 183 km/h).  Directly and indirectly, Carlotta killed 
7 people, including two Pluma Hidalgo sisters aged 13 and 7 
whose clay house collapsed on them,  and caused about $12.4 
million U.S. in damage (about $12.9 million U.S. today).  Still, 
hardly on the same scale as Pauline.

But Hurricane Carlotta also 
destroyed a community dream.  
The village of Zapotengo, home to 
perhaps 65 people, about 30 of 
them children, sits on a beautiful 
beach between Cuatunalco and 
Puerto Ángel, west of the beaches 
of Pacheco and Tahueca, about 
ten minutes before Pochutla.   
Before Carlotta, there was a road to Zapotengo at km 217 on 
Route 200 at the east end of Puente Aguacate (Avocado Bridge).  
Now there's a detour sign, but no indication of where to go to 
detour.

In 2004, villagers decided to start a Cooperative Society called 
“Zapotengo Pacheco” to promote a “Flora and Fauna Eco-
tourism Project.”  They sought to emulate the cooperative at 
Ventanilla, which gives boat tours of the lagoon to visitors who 
want to see mangroves and crocodiles.  At Zapotengo, the 
lagoon was about a mile long, and the tour lasted about two 
hours.  The lagoon boasted mangroves and other trees, 
crocodiles (occasionally), and numerous species of birds and 
plants (flowers included).  The cooperative encouraged you to 
make reservations for lunch at waterfront palapas upon your 
return.

Zapotengo was very clear about the benefits of the project:  The 
eco-tourism project would protect flora and fauna species, and 
create jobs that meant villagers would not have to send family 
members to the U.S. as “illegal laborers f0r surviving.”  It might 
also prevent the construction of large resorts by foreign 
investors, thus avoiding the environmental damage, water 
pollution, and migration of foreigners into the village.  

We had a hard time finding the road to Zapotengo in February 
2015.  It was clear the “detour” sign at Puente Aguacate was 
serious, as what passed for a road ended in a sandy riverbed 
that seemed to go nowhere.  Back out on Route 200, looking for 
the detour, we saw a road going towards the ocean but it had no 
sign.  We reached a shop where there was some discussion 
about whether anyone knew where Zapotengo was.  An older 
gentleman did recall Zapotengo, but was not sure there was 
anyone left there.  We all finally agreed that the gringos should 
try the unmarked road, because although it might not go to 
Zapotengo, it was a good road for driving.  

The road started off paved, turned into a good-quality dirt road. 
and reached the beach.  We got out and said to each other, 
“Well, this can't be it.  There's nothing here.”  But then we saw 
the remains of one of the brightly painted boats.  Then an 
information sign about the lagoon, which was reduced to a 
small area of shiny green wetland plants much invaded by 
sand.  We walked along the road at the side of the lagoon, and 
picked out the remains of what must have been the palapa 
restaurants.  Carlotta had breached and drained the lagoon, 
destroying the eco-tourism project.  

Another Kind of Hurricane?
Pieces of a different story come up in news reports on 
Publimar.mx, notihuatulco.com, and public records.  It would 
appear that Carlotta is not completely to blame for the 
abandoned project.  On November 29, 2011, the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights of the Organization of 
American States requested that Mexico take what's called 
“precautionary measures” to determine what happened to ten 
members of the Zapotengo Pacheco cooperative who had set off 
by bus on July 12, 2010, to Matamoros to purchase equipment 
and parts for the ecotourism project, or possibly vehicles for 
resale in the Pochutla area.  One of the ten sent a text message 
indicating they had arrived in Matamoros, and would call later.  

Then, according to the Commission, these ten men were 
“forcibly disappeared” on July 14, “allegedly by members of the 
Federal Investigation Agency (Agencia Federal de 
Investigaciones, AFI), an agency of the Attorney General's 
Office (Procuraduría General de la República, PGR).”  On July 
23, the missing men's families began the preliminary 
investigations for forcible disappearance.  Eight months later, 
on March 18, 2011, the Attorney General's office said that the 
men had been arrested on October 6, 2010, “without 
accusation,” and were being held in Morelos, jail not specified.  
With no further response from any level of the state, families 
demonstrated in Pochutla in February 2011 and Oaxaca de 
Juárez in July 2011; on July 15, they made their way to the 
office of the Morelos Attorney General located in Cuernavaca.  
“In that meeting the official said that it had been an error in the 
collected data, since at no time they were arrested and detained 
there.”   

By the spring of 2012, the 
l a g o o n  p r o j e c t  w a s  
reinaugurated as “Women of 
Zapotengo crystallize the 
ecotourism dream of their 
husbands.” (“Cristalizan sueno 
ecoturistico iniciado por sus 
e s p o s o s ,  m u j e r e s  d e  
Zapotengo.”)  The wives of the 
men who had started the 
e co tour i sm p ro j e c t  had  
restarted the cooperative; they 
received $5,216,585 mxn 
(almost $350,000 USD) from the 
National Commission for the 
Development of Indigenous 
Peoples (Comisión Nacional para 
el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas) to build nine cabanas, a 
reception area with a kitchen, restaurant, and other facilities.  
At the inauguration on March 29, they announced plans for at 
least three more cabanas and a pool.  On June 12, Carlotta 
struck.  

On July 12, 2013, las mujeres de Zapotengo were back in 
Oaxaca de Juárez, publicizing the fact that the government 
had done nothing to help locate the ten disappeared.  When we 
visited in February 2015, the ecotourism project did appear 
abandoned, but there was ample agriculture.   On the morning 
of Saturday, May 2, the Mar el Fondo (in this case, a wave about 
3-4 meters deep) washed over Zapotengo, destroying banana 
and coconut plantings and once again,  slashing the beach, 
what little was left of the lagoon, and obliterating any progress 
that might have been made on the ecotourism project.  

Zapotengo, however, is not giving up.  Celerina Santos 
Santiago, president of the Zapotengo Pacheco cooperative, said 
“The key now is the immediate help.  We need tools, water, 
antibiotics, and materials to make our way through the rubble 
and build again what has been destroyed." 
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Music: Beatlemania 
in Oaxaca

8:30pm Free
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Constitución y 5 de 

Mayo

Marina Chahue , Huatulco
Tel. 958 105 1671
Cel. 958 100 7339
Closed Mondays

www.cafejuanitamexico.com
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