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DESCRIPTION OF THE BAY ISLANDS

The Bay Islands comprise one of the 18 departments of the Republic
of Honduras (Departamento de Islas de la Bahia). They include 3
major islands, Utila, Roatin, and Guanaja, 3 minor ones, and numerous
cays (Fig. 1). Three relatively small islands, Santa Elena, Morat, and
Barbareta lie close to the eastern end of Roatin.

The islands lie along a line extending east northeast from Bahia de
Tela at the western end of the department of Atlantida. Tela, an im-
portant port town, lies on the edge of the Bahia de Tela. Utila, the
island closest to this point on the mainland, is about 63 kilometers from
Tela. The two other islands, RoatAn (measured from the westernmost
point) and Guanaja, are, respectively, 105 and 177 km from Tela.
Utila is nearest to the mainland and is about 32 km from La Ceiba.
Guanaja is next closest, about 42 km from Cabo de Honduras, near
Trujillo. Roatan is most distant from the mainland, its nearest point
being about 48 kw from the point where the Rio Papaloteca, between
La Ceiba and Balfate, empties into the Caribbean Sea. Utila is 30 km
from RoatAn and Roatin in turn (considering here the satellite island
Barbareta as part of Roatin) is 20 km from Guanaja. The islands as
a whole have an area of about 275 sq. km.

The Bay Islands are part of a Middle American mountain complex
that begins as the Sierra Madre de Chiapas, forms the Sierra de Omoa
of northwestern Honduras, and continues as a submarine ridge to Ja-
maica (Meyer 1969). The geological history of the islands has been
little studied, but they were apparently connected with each other and
with the mainland during the Miocene and Pliocene (Vinson and Brine-
man 1963). Structural change has occurred in the region since that
time, and Utila is the only one of the islands presently situated on the
continental shelf. At the close of the Pliocene, sea level was about 60
meters above the present level (Russell 1964). At that time much, but
not all, of the Bay Islands would have been submerged. During the
Pleistocene glacial advances Utila was probably connected with the
mainland. Roatin and Guanaja are separated from Utila, the mainland,
and each other by troughs too deep to be exposed by the 120- to 140-
meter drop in sea level that occurred during each glacial stage. During
Pleistocene interglacials the surface area of the Bay Islands would have
changed relatively little, as 10 meters above present sea level is the
highest level reached during any interglacial stage (Russell 1964). Rise


