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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this report is to provide a comprehensive and detailed description of the fishing 
methods used in Belize.   It is important to understand the methods used by local fishing 
communities in order to appreciate the effects of fishing on the marine environment.  Informal 
interviews were conducted in local fishing communities around Belize, with fishers and their 
family members in 2016.  This report aims to provide information on local fishing techniques in 
Belize that can be used as a reference when discussing management strategies and alternative 
fishing practices.  

 

Boats 

Sailboat 
Traditional wooden sailboats are primarily made in Sarteneja, a northern fishing community in 
Belize.  Around eight fishers will go out to sea on one sailboat for eight to ten days at a time.  One 
person is designated as the chef for the boat.  For the most part, the fishers on sailboats are fishing 
for conch and lobster.   Fishers will free dive for conch and lobster (and less frequently sea 
cucumber) and bring the product back to the sailboat where it is kept on ice during the journey.   
Fishing on sailboats is a year round practice, as lobster and conch season overlap (conch season is 
from October to mid-June and lobster season is from the end of June to mid-February).  All of the 
fishers are required to have fisher folk licenses (a specific license for sea cucumber is needed) and 
sailboats need to be registered with the Belizean Port Authority.    
 

  
Figure 1. Traditional sailboat from Sarteneja (left).  Boat building in Sarteneja (right). 
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Dory 
Dories are small (15-20ft) , non-motorized, fishing boats that are usually found stacked on top of 
sailboats.  They are lightweight (either fiberglass or wood) with a shallow-draft.  In general, 
sailboats will carry about 8 dories at a time during lobster or conch season.   There is one dory per 
fisher (excluding the chef) carried on the boat.  The sailboat will anchor somewhere while each 
fisher will venture out in the individual dories and paddle away from the boat.   Where the sailboat 
is moored is usually determined by ocean currents or the direction the vessel is headed.  If the 
vessel is heading south, she will moor south of the drop off points and the dories will then meet at 
mid to late afternoon to clean their catch.  The fishers who use the dories commonly free dive for 
lobster and conch, checking traps (lobster) or shades that have been set out previously.  Dories do 
not require boat master licenses but the fishers on dories require fisher folk licenses. 
 

 
Figure 2.  Sailboats with dories and supplies stacked on their decks.  

Dugout canoe 
Dugout canoes are very similar to dories, however they are made out of wood while dories are 
most commonly made from fiberglass.  Also, some dugout canoes will have an outboard motor, 
while dories are not motorized.  Dugout canoes are used throughout Belize, although they are 
more prevalent in the South, in both ocean and freshwater.  They are used to catch tilapia, shad, 
mojarra, and other fish species with hand lines and nets.   They can also be used to catch conch 
and lobster.  Like dories, they do not require registration or boat master licenses, but fishers 
require a fishing license. 
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Figure 3. Fisherman with dugout canoe. 

Skiff (Panga) 
Skiffs are motorized boats of varying sizes (generally 15ft-35ft) that are sometimes referred to as 
pangas in the north.  Some skiffs have live wells in their boats, sections that fill with fresh ocean 
water to keep the fish alive for long periods of time.  Other skiff fishers use coolers that they fill 
with ice before they leave to fish.  Fishing on skiffs is usually limited to day trips;  however trips 
can last up to four days if the fishers can find somewhere to camp at night.   Skiffs are used 
throughout Belize, from the South to the North.  Fishers in skiffs target conch, lobster and finfish.  
Fishing gear includes hand lines, gillnets, rod and reel, cast nets, lobster traps, set lines, tow lines, 
fly fishing, and fish pots.  When fishers report piracy, they usually say armed men aboard skiffs are 
raiding fishing camps or robbing produce directly from the sailboat fishers or from the pangas 
transporting produce to market.  Skiffs need to be registered with the Belizean Port Authority and 
ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÔÁÉÎ ÎÅÅÄÓ Á ÂÏÁÔ ÍÁÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÌÉÃÅÎÓÅ ÁÎÄ Á fishing license.  
 

 
Figure 4.  Skiffs lined up on the shore.  Coolers can be seen on the boats, ready for fishing.  

  


































