Rats in the Rivers?

I just returned from a short vacation to Central America, in which I visited parts of Belize, a country known for its natural wonders. Belize has set aside nearly 60% of its land for preservation, and I was lucky enough on my trip to snorkel with manta rays and photograph monkeys from the tops of ancient Mayan pyramids. Unfortunately, on my trip, I also saw how natural beauty can be marred by human carelessness. 

For those of you unfamiliar with Central America, allow me to give you a bit of background. Belize is a small country located directly south of the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico on the Caribbean Sea. Much of the country is covered in mangroves and swampland, and the majority of tourists to Belize spend a large portion of their time in the Cayes, islands off the coast. 

My introduction to the not-so-pretty side of nature came the first night we arrived in Belize. Belize City, the largest metropolis in the country with a whopping 70,000 people, is a run-down town in a constant state of recovery from one hurricane or another. A canal carrying fishing boats out to sea and tourists to the islands divides the city. The canal also carries assorted soda bottles, plastic bags, half-eaten sandwiches and dirty diapers out of the city and onward to unknown destinations. 

Our hotel in Belize City was located conveniently along the canal, which afforded us a view not only of the colorful boats passing by, but also the aforementioned bottles, bags and garbage floating out to sea. Upon settling down in a lounge chair outside my room to enjoy our first night in Belize, I watched a large, grey rat crawl out from under a dock, peer up at the group of us watching, and then dive into the canal to swim away. 

Throughout my trip, I witnessed one example after another of natural beauty juxtaposed against human carelessness. On a snorkeling trip in Caye Caulker Marine Reserve, brightly colored fish, gentle sharks and graceful rays dazzled us. Upon returning to shore, however, we were disappointed to see garbage washed up along the length of the island. In San Ignacio, a friendly mountain town built along a river, we wondered why the water was so brown and were told it was the result of a new hydroelectric dam upstream. Apparently, the river ran crystal clear only five years ago, but tree cutting around the site of the dam now allows acres of loose dirt to run into to river with every new rainfall. 

Sadly, the environmental degradation we witnessed on our trip happens not just in developing nations, like Belize, but also in richer countries like the U.S. Along the Mississippi River, for example, you can witness litter floating out of storm sewers and into the water after every big snow melt. Here, also, construction site erosion can create muddy waters downstream. Belize, at least, is a poor nation; it is hard to protect the environment when you are trying to feed the people. Minnesota, one the other hand, has fewer such excuses. 

My point in writing this is not to disparage the country of Belize, nor to make comparisons between the ways we manage our natural resources and the ways they manage theirs. I would, however, encourage you to imagine a visitor from Belize coming to Minnesota for the first time. Would they be impressed by how we care for our land and water? Or would they return home with stories of rivers and lakes, beautiful but dirty?
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