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One of Turneffe Atoll’s largest backreef flats—a place called Big Flat near  
Deadman Caye—is the site of a proposed over-the-water resort. A network of 
floating docks and cabanas here would harm a critical part of the atoll’s reef 
structure and turn this fragile ecosystem into a tourist attraction.

FLATTENING THE THREATS
and primary stakeholder of Turneffe Flats resort on the eastern side 
of Turneffe Atoll, which has stood for almost 40 years as arguably the 
best grand slam flats-fishing lodge in the world. And Hayes treats his 
island delicately and carefully, making expensive, responsible opera-
tional decisions to protect the environment in which he operates.

B R I A N  I R W I N

From climate change to commercial development and more, this 
vulnerable haven would likely already be decimated if it weren’t for the 
efforts of a relentless advocate. Fortunately, Turneffe has one. And his 
name is Craig Hayes. He founded the Turneffe Atoll Trust, and led the 
effort to form the Turneffe Atoll Marine Preserve. He is the founder 

urneffe Atoll is a strikingly beautiful ring of cor al reef, situated 28 miles 
east of Belize Cit y. The atoll is 30 miles long and 10 miles wide. Its fringe 
reef encloses three l arge l agoons, countless coves, and hundreds of man-

grove isl ands .  It might be the finest habitat for bonefish, tarpon, and permit in the hemisphere. 
And it ’s in the crosshairs of many threats that could irreversibly change the atoll forever.

Turneffe Flats is about as green as is possible. A solar farm 
provides almost all the power for the resort. Rainwater is collect-
ed in cisterns, providing 250,000 gallons of fresh water annually. 
Sewage is double-processed to make it suitable and odorless for 
irrigation. Broken glass is ground down and repurposed for ce-
ment aggregate. Even the condensation from the air condition-
ers is collected and reused. Quite simply, Hayes’s model of oper-
ation is just one more shining example of how much he cares for 
the atoll and its resources.

Hayes and some friends started the lodge at Turneffe in 1985. 
Over the last 38 years he’s seen environmental challenges pop up 
at a frightening pace. So, when it became apparent that the atoll 

could become a free-for-all in terms of development, he acted. 
In 2002 he founded the Turneffe Atoll Trust (TAT), a nonprofit 
which would protect Turneffe’s special and unique habitats and 
significantly mitigate improper development. Since he’s only one 
voice, however, some development occurred despite his valiant 
efforts. Perhaps the most appalling was Belize Dive Haven, which 
began before TAT was fully functional.

Belize Dive Haven is a dive resort on Ropewalk Caye. Con-
struction began in 2004, but the resort didn’t open until after 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Hayes softly explained why: “They just 
don’t seem to know what they’re doing. And they don’t appear to 
care if they damage this place.”

A proposed over-the-water resort would overrun 
one of the best flats on Turneffe Atoll
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The developer, Sir Karim Hakimi, a 
knighted entrepreneur who runs an eye-
glass company in Canada, constructed a 
concrete five-story structure adjacent to 
one of the most productive fishing flats 
on Turneffe. Before the build, he dredged 
up a half mile of pristine flats to generate 
an artificial beach, and used the sludge 
to fill in mangrove swamp and make the 
terrain suitable for building. He eradi-
cated a large swath of mangroves all the 
way to the lagoon to make space for his 
landfill.

Obviously, this was environmental-
ly destructive, but the striking point is 
that, in staunch violation of Belize’s En-
vironmental Protection Act, he failed 
to obtain an Environmental Impact As-
sessment (EIA), which is required for a 
development of this size in such critical 
habitat. Granted, EIA assessments are 
carried out by a contractor hired by the 
developer and can be biased, but not re-
quiring an EIA eliminated any review or 
challenge to a myriad of environmental 
concerns with this development. This 
scenario would likely not occur today 
due to Turneffe Atoll Trust’s oversight 
and the development of the Turneffe 
Atoll Marine Reserve.

In 2022, Dive Haven applied for an 
EIA for an expansion of the resort. Hayes 
and TAT organized a broad response to 
this proposal, which went to the Dept. of 
the Environment, Ministry of Tourism, 
and the prime minister. Additionally, 
TAT is producing a proactive response 
to this project defining its potential envi-
ronmental and economic consequences.

Hayes recognized other mounting 
threats to Turneffe as well, like the 2006 
clearing of mangroves on Turneffe’s 
Northern Bogue area, done without Be-
lize’s mandatory mangrove clearing per-
mit or an EIA. The clearing was halted by 
TAT following a legal battle.

In 2010, Hayes began pushing for all 
of Turneffe Atoll to become a marine 

reserve. Following a two-year effort 
and several hundred thousand dollars, 
Turneffe Atoll Marine Reserve became 
the largest marine reserve in the country 
at 325,000 acres. A new NGO, Turneffe 
Atoll Sustainability Association, was 

formed to co-manage the reserve along 
with the Belize Fisheries Department.

A new study “2022 Economic Impact 
of Flats Fishing in Belize” by Anthony 
J. Fedler, Ph.D.—completely funded by 
TAT—shows flats fishing now generates 
more than $246 million (BZD), which is 
nearly 7% of Belize’s GDP. Hayes recent-
ly presented this new information to the 
minister of tourism, and he offered his 
unilateral support for protecting all of 
Belize’s key flats areas. 

A previous economic study by TAT 
and Fedler provided the foundation for 
a lobby to outlaw the killing of bonefish, 
permit, and tarpon. So, in 2009, under 
Hayes’s watchful eye, and other resort 
owners in Belize, catch-and-release was 
mandated in Belize for these three spe-
cies, making it the first country in the 

Craig Hayes founded the nonprofit Turneffe Atoll Trust (TAT) and was influential in the 
formation of the Turneffe Atoll Marine Reserve. 
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According to the Bonefish & Tarpon Trust: “The Deadman 
Caye Group Resort is seeking to build over-water 
structures that would damage Big Flat—Turneffe’s 
largest backreef flat—and impact the country’s 
economically and culturally important flats fishery, 
which generates more than $246 million Belize dollars 
annually in tourism and fishing industry jobs.
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world to declare that protection. In 2019, 
TAT and others successfully lobbied into 
law an irreversible ban on coastal gill-
netting. This was yet another crowning 
achievement.

More recently in 2020, TAT reached a 
successful agreement with the govern-
ment of Belize to protect all remaining na-
tionally owned land on Turneffe through 
formation of the Turneffe Land Trust. 
This agreement affirmed that the remain-
ing 17,000 acres “is mandated to remain 
in [its] natural state in perpetuity.”

One of the most recent develop-
ment threats to Turneffe is a proposed  
over-the-water resort. A Romanian busi-
nessman applied for an EIA to place a 
number of over-the-water cabanas on 
the shallows south of Dive Haven known 
as Big Flat. Based on his EIA, this devel-
opment would destroy one of Turneffe’s 
prime backreef flats and three adjacent 
mangrove islands. It would no longer be 
a fishing area, it would be a network of 
floating docks and cabins catering to hon-
eymooners and Instagram influencers. In 
addition to populating the flat itself with 
tourists, the plans  to generate power, deal 
with sewage, provide fresh water, and 
transport guests are questionable.

According to the Bonefish & Tarpon 
Trust: “The Deadman Caye Group Resort is 

seeking to build over-water structures that 
would damage Big Flat—Turneffe’s largest 
backreef flat—and impact the country’s 
economically and culturally important flats 
fishery, which generates more than $246 
million Belize annually in tourism and fish-
ing industry jobs. The backreef is a critical 
part of the atoll’s reef structure and supports 
numerous species, including the bonefish, 
permit, and tarpon for which Turneffe Atoll 
is famous.

“This project, like others proposed re-
cently, poses threats that include the de-
struction and degradation of critically im-
portant habitats by dredging, clear-cutting 
of mangroves, and unwise development. 
Over-the-water structures are particularly 
harmful because they disrupt habitat con-
tinuity, causing habitat fragmentation and 
decreasing habitat quality for flats species 
like bonefish and permit.

“This proposed development at Turnef-
fe is merely another assault on the flats 
fishery of Belize, and follows similar over-
the-water structure development propos-
als on the flats at Cayo Rosario and Black-
adore Caye. BTT, along with the local and 
international flats fishing community, has 
called on the Government of Belize to re-
ject the proposed development.”

One of the last nights on Turneffe I 
stood on our cabana’s porch. The rod 

holders on the banister were empty, my 
bags were packed, and it was late. On the 
horizon, two glowing patches emerged on 
the horizon to our south: cruise ships de-
parting the fairly new cruise port in Pla-
cencia, 69 miles to the south.

I visited Placencia ten years ago and was 
enamored. Today it’s thronged with cruise 
guests. The magic of its old-world atmo-
sphere now lies buried under the cement 
foundation of its unfinished, bankrupt casi-
no. It made me think that without a man like 
Hayes, or an organization like TAT, Turneffe 
could also become a prime target for devel-
opment because of its beauty and resources.

I stared at the glows until they faded away.  
The light pollution was erased as the ships 
sailed over the curve of the earth. Turnef-
fe returned to its native state. And under 
emerging stars and a new moon, a beautiful 
darkness fell on a near-perfect island.

Brian Irwin is Fly Fisherman’s New England field 
editor. He practices medicine in North Conway, 
New Hampshire. He has a specialty in travel 
medicine and he accompanies adventure film-
makers around the world. He was on site when 
Red Bull filmed Will Gadd’s first ice climb as-
cent of Niagara Falls in 2015, and he was the 
expedition doctor for the National Geographic 
Explorer documentary The Last Tepui (2021) 
with Renan Ozturk and Alex Honnold. 
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The 40-year-old Turneffe Flats lodge is a model of conservation. It is powered by a solar farm, collects 250,000 gallons of rainwater 
annually, and it has its own sewage treatment plant to double-process sewage before using it to grow vegetables on the island.


