
Biscayne National Park 
Florida 

National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the Interior 

Biscayne National Park has the simple beauty of a child's 
drawing. Clear blue water. Bright yellow sun. Big sky. Dark 
green woodlands. And here and there a boat, a bird. It is a 
subtropical place where a mainland mangrove shoreline, a warm 
shallow bay, many small islands or keys, and living coral reefs 
intermingle. Together they comprise a vast, almost pristine 
wilderness and recreation area along the southeast edge of the 
Florida peninsula. The park, located just 21 miles east of Ever
glades National Park, was established as a national monument in 
1968. In 1980 it was enlarged to 181,500 acres and designated 
as a national park to protect a rare combination of terrestrial and 

undersea life, to preserve a scenic subtropical setting, and to 
provide an outstanding spot for recreation and relaxation. 

In most parks land dominates the picture. But Biscayne is not 
like most parks. Here water and sky overwhelm the scene in 
every direction, leaving the bits of low-lying land looking remote 
and insignificant. This is paradise for marine life, water birds, 
boaters, fishermen, snorkelers, and divers alike. The water is 
refreshingly clean, extraordinarily clear. Only the maintenance 
of the natural interplay between the mainland, Biscayne Bay, 
keys, reefs, and the Florida Straits keeps it that way. The region's 

Caribbean-like climate saturates the park with year-round warmth, 
generous sunshine, and abundant rainfall. Tropical life thrives. 
The land is filled to overflowing with an unusual collection of 
trees, ferns, vines, flowers, and shrubs. Forests are lush, dark, 
humid, ever-green; many birds, butterflies, and other animals 
live in these woods. 

No less odd or diverse is Biscayne s underwater world. At its 
center are the coral reefs. Unlike the ocean depths, which are 
dark and nearly lifeless, the shallow water reefs are inundated 
with light and burgeoning with life. Brilliantly colorful tropical 

fish and other curious creatures populate the reefs. Their ap
pearances and behavior are as exotic as their names—stoplight 
parrotfish, finger garlic sponge, goosehead scorpionfish, prin
cess venus, peppermint goby. A reef explorer can spend hours 
drifting lazily in the waters above the reefs and watch a passing 
procession of some of the sea's most fascinating inhabitants. 

Whether on the reefs, the keys, the bay, or the mainland you 
leave behind what is familiar and become acquainted with 
another world that is strange and wild. Biscayne is a different 
sort of national park. Expect the unexpected. 

Mainland 

In Biscayne, the mainland 
mangrove shore l ine has 
been preserved a lmost 
unbroken. For many years 
these t rees of t rop ica l 
and subt rop ica l coasts 
were cons idered a lmost 
worthless. Some were cut 
for t imber or used to make 
charcoa l . As recent ly as 
the 1960s the mangrove 
w i lderness was re fer red 
to as "a fo rm of waste
land . " L ike thousands of 
o ther wet lands , it was 
c leared or f i l led to make 
way for harbors and ex
pand ing c i t ies. 

N o w w e unders tand that 
the mangroves are 
vi ta l to the we l l -be ing of 
the park and su r round
ing areas. Wi thou t t h e m , 
the re wou ld be fewer 
f ish for f i shermen and 
fewer bi rds for b i rders . 
B iscayne Bay w o u l d be
c o m e murky . And areas 
in land wou ld be exposed 
to the ful l v i o lence of 
hurr icanes. 

Beyond the Darkness 
It is hard to see what l ives 
in the brack ish waters of 
the mang rove swamps; 
th is water is s ta ined 
b rown by tannins f rom 
the t rees. H idden among 
the maze of roots is a 
p roduc t i ve nursery for 
all sorts of commerc ia l , 
sport , and reef f ish. Here 
the y o u n g f ind not on ly 
she l ter but also food . 
Fal len mangrove leaves 
feed bacter ia and o ther 
m ic roorgan isms, and so 
beg ins a food web that 
suppor ts not on ly the ma-
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Red mangroves 

r ine animals of the man
g roves but also v is i tors 
l ike barracudas and birds 
that nest and roost in the 
t reetops. 

Defending the Coast 
The mangrove forest ap
pears as a nearly impene
t rab le for t ress. Perhaps 
a snake or mosqu i to can 
m o v e th rough easi ly, but 
l i t t le e lse can. It makes 
an e f fec t i ve p ro tec t i ve 
buf fer be tween the ma in 
land and B iscayne Bay. 
It guards the bay f rom 
be ing d i r t ied by e roded 
soil and pol lu tants wash
ing f rom the land by t rap
ping t h e m in its tang le of 
roots. The mangroves 
also stand as a natural 
l ine of de fense against 
the s t rong w ind and 
waves of hurr icanes. 

"Freaks" of Nature 
Mangroves have been 
ca l led f reaks, and a c lose 
look reveals why. Roots 
of the red mangrove arch 
st i l t - l ike out of the wa
ter or g row d o w n into the 
water f rom overhead 
branches. The roots of 
the black mang rove look 
l ike hundreds of c igars 
p lan ted in the m u d ; they 
are breath ing organs 
necessary for surv ival in 
t h i swa te r l ogged env i ron 
ment . 

Bay 

"The water of B iscayne 
Bay is exceed ing l y clear. 
In no part can one fail to 
c lear ly d is t ingu ish ob 
jects on the bo t t om 
bio log is t H u g h Smi th 
w ro te in 1895. Today the 
shal low waters of th is 
t rop ica l lagoon are sti l l 
remarkab ly t ransparent . 
They serve as a b lue-
g reen t in ted w indow to a 
wor ld of starf ish, sponges, 
crabs, sea urch ins, f ish of 
all sizes and k inds, and 
hundreds of o ther mar ine 
plants and animals. 

The bay is a huge reser
vo i r of natural r iches, 

I n the 1800s and ear ly 
1900s many set t lers of 
the keys earned the i r liv
ing f rom the bay. A m o n g 
t h e m we re Key West 
f i shermen w h o co l lec ted 
fas t -g rowing, " f ine-
qua l i t y " bay sponges 
and so ld t hem. 

An Underwater 
Crossroads 
Today commerc ia l and 
w e e k e n d f i she rmen , 
snorke lers , and boaters 
sti l l reap bount i fu l re
wards f rom the bay. The 
bay's good heal th is re
f lec ted in the numbers of 
d i f fe rent k inds of f i s h -

teeming wi th unusual , val
uable, and rare w i ld l i fe . 
It is h o m e for many; t e m 
porary re fuge and feed 
ing g r o u n d for o thers ; 
b i r thp lace and nursery 
for sti l l o thers . It is a be
nign powerhouse , de 
s igned to d raw ene rgy 
f rom the sun and use it to 
suppor t a comp lex and 
far - reaching w e b of l i fe. 

One unusual an imal that 
depends on th is w e b is 
the manatee. This gen t le 
b lubbery g iant v is i ts the 
bay in w in te r to graze 
peacefu l ly on tur t le and 
manatee grasses. It is 
the water 's warmth and 
ample food supp ly that 
at t racts th is endange red 
mar ine mammal . 

A Sanctuary for Birds 
Birds are d rawn to the 
bay year - round . Each fo l 
lows its o w n inst incts for 
surv iva l . B rown pel icans 

Brown pelican 

patrol the sur face of the 
bay, d iv ing to ca tch the i r 
prey. Wh i te ibis meander 
across exposed mud flats, 
p rob ing for small f ish and 
crustaceans. 

Large co lon ies of l i t t le 
b lue herons, snowy 
egrets , and o ther wad ing 
birds nest seasonal ly in 
the p ro tec ted re fuge of 
the Arsen icker Keys. The 
ex t reme ly shal low waters 
su r round ing these man
grove islands in the south 
bay are espec ia l ly we l l 
su i ted for fo rag ing . 

A H is tory of A b u n d a n c e 
The coastal w i lderness of 
south Florida was the first 
spot in Nor th Amer i ca 
exp lo red by Europeans. 
Span ish exp lo re r Ponce 
de Leon sai led across 
B iscayne Bay in search 
of the myth ica l Founta in 
of You th in 1513. 

Later, t rave lers l ike land 
surveyor A n d r e w El l icot t 
recorded the boun ty of 
l i fe in the reg ion . "F ish 
are abundant , " El l icot t 
w ro te in 1799. " [Sea ] 
Turt les are also to be had 
in p lenty ; those w e took 
we re of th ree k inds; the 
l oggerhead , hawk-b i l l , 
and g r e e n . " 

Sailing on Biscayne Bay 

more than 250—tha t 
spend part of the i r l ives 
in it. Many of the f ish that 
dazzle snorke lers and d i 
vers on the cora l reefs by 
day feed in the bay at 
night . A n d , l ike the man
grove shore l ine , the bay 
plays a cr i t ica l ro le as a 
f ish nursery . The y o u n g 
of many cora l reef f ish, 
such as parrot and but
ter f ly f ish, and spor t f ish, 
such as grunts , snappers , 
and the h igh ly pr ized 
Spanish mackere l , f ind 
food and shel ter f rom big 
hung ry predators in the 
bay's th ick j ung le of ma
r ine grasses. 

Images of the Bay 
Peer ing into the crystal 
waters of B iscayne Bay, it 
is hard to imag ine e i ther 
its past or fu tu re as 
c l ouded . The bay seems 
suspended in t ime. Wh i le 
ne ighbor ing Miami has 
m u s h r o o m e d into a me
t ropol is of more than 1V2 

mi l l ion peop le , the bay 
appears to have cap tu red 
the magic of the Foun 
tain of Youth that e luded 
Ponce de Leon . It has re
mained beaut i fu l and rela
t ive ly unspo i led . T h o u g h 
thousands of years o ld , it 
is sti l l v ib ran t w i th l i fe. 
But this has not a lways 
been t rue . 

Ear l ier in th is cen tu ry 
parts of the bay we re 
dy ing . In some areas to 
the nor th of the park, 
pol lu tants we re po ison
ing the bay and con 
s t ruc t ion was send ing 
suf focat ing amounts of 
sed iments into it. Today, 
af ter years of c leanup , 
the nor th bay is recover
ing and the rest of the bay 
remains near ly pr is t ine. 

In 1895 b io log is t H u g h 
Smi th dec la red that Bis
cayne Bay was "one of 
the f inest bod ies of wa te r 
on the coast of F lor ida. " 
In another hundred years, 
if we l l - p ro tec ted , it st i l l 
cou ld be. 

Keys 

Florida mainland 

O n e hundred thousand 
years ago the Flor ida 
Keys we re "under c o n 
s t ruc t ion . " The bu i lders 
we re b i l l ions of cora l 
animals, each not much 
larger than a per iod on 
th is page. Together these 
animals cons t ruc ted a 
150-mi le - long cha in of 
u n d e r w a t e r co ra l ree fs . 
W h e n t h e s e reefs la te r 
emerged f rom the sea, 
t h e y b e c a m e t h e m a n y 
islands of the Flor ida 
Keys. If you look closely, 
you can see fossil coral 
rock on the islands of 
B iscayne. 

A Tropical Paradise 
G u m b o l imbo. Jamaican 
d o g w o o d . St rang ler f ig . 
D e v i l s - p o t a t o . Sat in- leaf. 
T o r c h w o o d . Mahogany . 
In th is coun t ry on ly t iny 
pocke ts in south Flor ida 
conta in th is m ix tu re of 
t rop ica l t rees and shrubs 
c o m m o n in the West 
Indies. Nor th - f low ing air 
and ocean cur ren ts and 
s to rms de l i ve red the p io
neer seeds and plants 
that even tua l l y g rew into 
the is lands' lush, dark, 
jung le - l i ke forests. 

Walk ing a long a trai l 
t h rough one of these 
forests, ca l led ha rdwood 
hammocks , you are l ike ly 
to see other natives of the 
t rop ics . Zebra but ter f l ies 
and rare Schaus swal low
tails f ind re fuge in the 
th ick tang le of leaves, 
branches, and v ines. 
G o l d e n orb weavers be
tray thei r p resence w i th 
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Devils-potato 
large ye l low sp ider webs . 
B i rds and a few m a m 
mals also share these 
isolated, mangrove-
f r i nged keys. 

Native Americans to Mil
lionaires Over the years 
the keys at t racted peop le 
w i l l ing to risk the chance 
of a hur r icane and the 
cer ta in ty of pesky bugs. 
Nat ive Amer i cans were 
first. Tree-cut ters f rom the 
Bahamas came later and 
fe l led massive mahog
anies for ships. Early 
set t lers on El l iot t Key 
c leared forests and 
p lan ted key l imes and 
p ineapples . Th roughou t 
the keys subt rop ica l for
ests we re des t royed ; Bis
cayne preserves some of 
the f inest left today. 

The is lands abound w i th 
legends of pirates and 
bur ied t reasure. Many 
sh ipwrecks , v ic t ims of 
h igh seas and the t reach
erous reefs, l ie o f fshore . 
For tune hunters , boot 
leggers , a l ien smugg lers , 
art ists, gamblers , m i l l i on 
aires, and four Uni ted 
States Presidents have 
spent t ime on the keys of 
B iscayne. 

Reef 
Dive into the undersea 
realm of the coral reefs 
and y o u wi l l d i scover a 
feast for the eyes. It is a 
l iv ing ka le idoscope of 
gaudy co lors , bo ld pat
terns, in t r icate des igns, 
and pecu l ia r shapes. 
A l ien , ye t inv i t ing, the l ife 
of the reefs exc i tes and 
myst i f ies snorke lers and 
sc ient is ts a l ike. 

The Reef Builders 
A m o n g the most puz
zl ing c rea tures are the 
corals. Early b io log is ts 
suspec ted they we re 
plants. But each c o r a l -
each bra in, f inger , or 

s taghorn cora l —is ac tu
al ly a co lony of t h o u 
sands of t iny, so f t -bod ied 
animals. These animals, 
ca l led polyps, are rela
t ives of the sea a n e n o m e 
and je l ly f ish . Rarely seen 
in the day, the po lyps 
e m e r g e f rom the i r hard, 
s tony ske le tons at n ight . 
It is t hen that t hey feed , 
ca tch ing dr i f t ing p lank
ton in the i r ou ts t re tched 
tentac les . 

These pr imi t i ve , unas
suming animals are the 
mighty master bu i lders 
of the reefs. The c rea t ion 
of one reef requ i res the 

dep th (no deepe r than 
200 feet) , and be c lean 
and wel l - l i t . Such c o n d i 
t ions exist all a long the 
Flor ida Keys in and south 
of B iscayne and in the 
Car ibbean, as wel l as in 
s o m e o ther t rop ica l 
oceans. 

An Undersea Metropolis 
The reefs are the c i t ies of 
the sea. In and a round 
t h e m l ives a huge and 
d iverse popu la t ion of f ish 
and o ther mar ine crea
tures. Every ho le , eve ry 
crack is a home for some
th ing . S o m e inhabi tants , 
l ike the Chr is tmas t ree 

w o r m , even l ive an
cho red to the cora l . A n d 
there is food to satisfy all 
tastes. Corals are ea ten 
by f lamingo tongues , 
wh ich are snai l - l ike mo l -
lusks, and f ish. Fish are 
food for o ther f ish, and , 
qu i te o f ten , for seafood 
gourmets . 

Coral polyps Brain coral Finger coral Flamingo tongues Christmas tree worms 

Fishes of the Reef 
" In var ie ty , in br i l l iance 
of co lor , in e legance of 
movemen t , the f ishes 
may we l l compare w i th 
the most beaut i fu l assem
blage of b i rds in t rop ica l 
c l imates , " Louis Agassiz, 
19th cen tu ry French nat
uralist, w ro te after v is i t 
ing the Flor ida reefs . 

Reefs are in fact host to 
the ocean 's most spec
tacular ga lax ies of f ish. 

A long Biscayne 's reefs 
more than 2 0 0 types of 
f ish can be spo t ted . Each 
holds its own fasc inat ion 
for us. S o m e are impres
s ive in size, o thers in 
color . S o m e are gro
tesque, o thers danger 
ous . . . or are they? Many 
behave in b izarre, unex-
pla inable ways, at least to 
humans. Few places on 
ear th can match the d i 
vers i ty of l i fe that inhab

its the reefs ' underwater 
w i lderness . 

A Sea of Color 
Imagine the most color
ful scene you have ever 
seen—a f ie ld of w i l d -
f lowers , the g l i t te r ing 
l ights of a c i ty at n ight , a 
deser t sunset. Wha tever 
it may be, the dazzl ing 
spec t rum d isp layed by 
the reef f ish wi l l equal or 
surpass it. The range ex-

French angelfish 
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tends f rom the most f l am
boyan t—the ange l f i sh , 
the wrasses, the parrot-
f ish, the neon gob ies—to 
ones that are qu i te drab 
and ord inary . 

There is much specu la
t ion about what ro le the 
co lo rs play. The answer 
d i f fers for each f ish. A n 
eye-grabb ing wa rd robe 
may serve as a k ind of 
b i l l board , adver t is ing a 

f ish's p resence . V iv id ly 
co lo red wrasses at t ract 
o ther f ish in th is way so 
they can c lean t h e m of 
parasi tes and dead t issue, 
and, in re tu rn , get a f ree 
meal . Mu l t i co lo red bars, 
s t r ipes, and sp lo tches 
blur the ou t l ine of o ther 
f ish, mak ing it d i f f icu l t for 
predators to see t h e m 
against the comp lex 
backg round of the coral 
reefs. 

S o m e f ish are masters of 
d isgu ise. Many turn dif
fe ren t co lo rs at n ight , 
p resumab ly to concea l 
themse lves f rom noc
turnal predators . The 
we l l - camouf laged moray 
eel b lends in neat ly 
w i th the su r round ing 
reefs. Unsuspec t ing f ish 
that swim too c lose o f ten 
get caugh t be tween the 
eel 's power fu l jaws and 
need le-sharp tee th . 

A Montage of Motion 
Whi le morays are seden
tary c reatures , most f ish 
swim f ree ly about the 
reefs. Some , l ike the so l i 
tary ange l f i sh , move w i th 
de l ibera te g race . O thers 
dart about in schoo ls of 
thousands of f ish, mov
ing t oge the r w i t h the pre
c is ion of c h o r e o g r a p h e d 
dancers . Each c losekn i t 
g roup of fers p ro tec t ion 
to its members . 

Reef f ish are no ted for 
the i r eccent r i c behav ior . 
One in terest ing inhabi t 
ant is the sharp-beaked 
parrot f ish. It can be seen , 
or even heard , m u n c h i n g 
on cora l . An odd meal for 
a f ish? Not real ly, be 
cause a long w i th the 
rock the parrot f ish is de
vour ing algae and coral 
po lyps, too . 

Green moray eel 
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Wrasse 

Biscayne 
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Ree f d i v i n g 

team ef for t of b i l l ions of 
indiv iduals. Each extracts 
bu i ld ing mater ia l—ca l 
c i um—f rom the sea and 
uses it to make itself a 
p ro tec t i ve tube-shaped ( > „ 
ske le ton . Together, h u n - v 
dreds of these ske le tons 
make a cora l . Many cor
als, g row ing s ide by s ide 
and one on top of the 
other , fo rm a reef. 

Corals are ve ry part icular 
about w h e r e they bu i ld 
reefs. L ike the o f fshore 
seas of B iscayne, the wa
ter must be just the r ight 
tempera tu re (no lower 
than 68°F ) , just the r ight A living coral reef 

John Halas 

Parrotfish 
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On the Mainland 

Convoy Point Park headquarters and the park visi
tor center are located at Convoy Point. The visitor 
center, which has exhibits and schedules of park ac
tivities, is open daily. Convoy Point also has a picnic 
area with tables, fire grills, and restrooms and a short 
trail that provides views of the marine life and birds 
of Biscayne Bay. The Convoy Point parking area is 
open 8 a.m. to sunset. 

Boat Tours A concessioner offers glass-bottom 
boat tours of the bay and reefs, snorkeling and scuba 
diving trips to the reefs, and occasional island excur
sions for picnicking and hiking. All tours leave from 
Convoy Point. The concessioner has snorkeling and 
scuba equipment for sale or rent and canoe rentals. 
For information or tour reservations write: Biscayne 
Aqua Center, Inc., P.O. Box 1270, Homestead, FL 
33090-1270; or call 305-230-1100. 

Nearby Services and Accommodations Home
stead, Miami, and the Florida Keys have a wide range 
of hotels and motels; reservations are recommended. 
They also have a variety of restaurants, service sta
tions, groceries, and other stores. Nearby public 
marinas provide boat launch ramps and fuel, and 
often charter or rent sail and motor boats (see map 
below for location). 

Camping Campgrounds are not available on the 
park's mainland. (See "On the Keys" for information 
on boat-access-only island camping in the park.) 
Several nearby private mainland campgrounds and 
trailer parks in Homestead, Florida City, and South 
Miami do have campsites for trailers, mobile homes, 
and tents. Everglades National Park, John Penne-
kamp Coral Reef State Park, and other area state 
parks also have campgrounds, open year-round. 

General Information 

Biscayne's subtropical climate is characterized by 
warm, wet summers (May through October) and mild 
dry winters (November through April). Expect abun
dant sunshine and high humidity year-round. High 
temperatures average in the high 80s and low 90s°F 
in summer and in the mid-70s and low 80s°F in win
ter. Annual rainfall fluctuates greatly, but 85 inches or 
more is common. Most rain falls in summer in brief, 
intense afternoon thunderstorms. Summer and fall 
are peak seasons for tropical storms and hurricanes. 

The park is a wildlife and historical preserve; do not 
disturb or remove any natural or historical object. 
Loaded firearms and other weapons and explosives 
are prohibited. Pets must always be kept on a leash 
no longer than 6 feet and are restricted to certain 
areas of the park. Fires are allowed only in camp-
stoves or designated grills. Be careful wading along 

shore; coral rock is sharp and animals such as spiny 
sea urchins live in the shallows. There are no life
guards; if you swim, take along a companion. Mos
quitoes and other biting insects are year-round resi
dents. Their populations are lowest from January to 
April. Always carry insect repellent. If you are camp
ing, be sure your tent has bugproof netting. Wear a 
waterproof sunscreen to guard against sunburn. 

Information For more information, write: Biscayne 
National Park, P.O. Box 1369, Homestead, FL 33090-
1369; or call 305-230-7275 (local calls require 10-diglt 
dialing; add " 1 " for long-distance); www.nps.gov/bisc 
on the Internet. Informacidn en Espanol Las 
llamadas locales requiren marcar el codico de area 
(305) mas el 230-7275. Para larga distancias favor 
marcar el " 1 " antes del codigo de area. 

Getting to the Park 

The main north-south 
highways approaching 
Biscayne are Florida's 
Turnpike and U.S.1. The 
most direct route to Con
voy Point is via SW 328 
St., which intersects with 
U.S.1 in Homestead. Dri
ving south on the turn
pike, you can reach SW 
328 St. by taking Speed
way Blvd. (SW 137 Ave.) 
south, then follow signs. 
The rest of the park is 
accessible only by boat. 
See map below for boat 
ramp locations. 
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On the Water 

The offshore waters of 
the Florida Straits and 
the more protected area 
of Biscayne Bay offer a 
year-round spot for recre
ation. Saltwater fishing 
can be enjoyed in all sea
sons. In the ocean, marlin 
and sailfish are popular. 
In the bay, snapper and 
grouper are caught; Flor
ida fishing licenses are 
required, and you must 
obey Florida regulations 
on size, number, season, 
and method of take. You 
can take stone crabs in 
season and blue crabs 
year-round. Lobsters are 
protected in the bay and 
tidal creeks, but they can 
be taken on the seaward 
side of the keys during 
Florida's lobster season. 
Waterskiing is allowed; 
avoid mooring sites and 
watch for swimmers and 
divers. 

Closed Area (Legare 
Anchorage) No stop
ping, swimming, diving, 
or snorkeling is allowed. 
Underwater viewing de
vices, such as cameras 
and glass bottom buck
ets, are prohibited. Do 
not anchor vessels. Drift 
fishing and trolling are 
allowed. 

Rules and Safety Tips 
Navigating the waters of 
Biscayne can be tricky. 
Be sure to take adequate 
precautions for your boat 
trip. 

Presailing Checklist 
Among the required gear 
you must take along 
when boating are: a U.S. 
Coast Guard-approved 
personal flotation device, 
such as a life jacket, for 
each passenger; a fire 
extinguisher; and signal
ing equipment. Take 
enough fuel for a round 
trip. Let someone know 
where you are going and 
when you expect to re
turn. Before leaving 
shore, check the weather 
forecast, sea conditions, 
and tides. Remember: 
water depths shown on 
nautical charts represent 
the average depth at low 
tide. Actual water levels 
may be lower or higher. 
In Biscayne Bay, low and 
high tides occur later 
than the times listed in 
the tide tables for Miami 
Harbor Entrance. In the 
southern part of the bay, 
low tide occurs as much 
as 3 'k hours later and 
high tide occurs as much 
as 2V2 hours later. 

Safety Afloat The key 
to safe boating is to stay 
alert. Watch the weather 
closely. Storms can move 
quickly, bringing rough 
seas and the danger of 
lightning. Monitor marine 
weather radio broad
casts. If a storm breaks 
suddenly, seek the near
est safe harbor. Exercise 
caution when boating 
near shallow areas or 
reefs. Striking the bottom 
with your propeller can 
kill fragile corals or im
portant grassbeds and 
may damage your propel
ler or engine cooling sys
tem. Be on the lookout 
for manatees; propellers 
are a leading cause of 
injury and death for these 
rare mammals. Watch for 
swimmers and divers 
when nearing moored 
boats or any area where 
they might be expected. 
If a diver's flag is flown, 
stay 300 feet away. If you 
leave your boat to swim 
be sure it is anchored 
securely. Don't let cur
rents, which are strong
est on the outer reefs 
and in cuts between the 
keys, cany you or your 
boat away. 

Map Key to Water Features and Landmarks 
Water Depths 
I I 0-6 feet I 1 6-12 feet I 1 Over 12 feet 
I I (0-1.8 meters) I I (1.8-3.6 meters) I I (Over 3.6 meters) 

Shallows and Reefs 
I ZZ; I Coral reef near Coral reefs also lie 

I I Shoal or spoil area I "^ I water surface deeper below water 
surface. 

Channel Markers (entering from seaward) 
7 I Red starboard ~Z I TT 

I I daymarker I °^ I Starboard buoy i ^ I Other buoy 
(even numbered) 

Z | Green port ~_r I I Z. 
I i daymarker I °^ I Port buoy i I Daymarker 

(odd numbered) 
Other Aids and Landmarks 

I f I Light I '® I Wreck I 0 I Lighthouse 

Light color: R Red I Z°Z I S 
G Green I V^ I Mooring buoy I A I Tower 
W White 
Y Yellow 

Boating Markers and Flags 
Know these common buoys, signs, and flags. They are essential to safe navigation. 

Channel Markers (entering from seaward) 

• Port (odd numbered) A Starboard (even numbered) £**• Diver's Flag 
Lights flash green akA Lights flash red ^ ^ 

Regulatory Flags 
Keep out ^*V Danger f\ Speed Limit 

V ^ \ J (No wake-5mph) 

Storm Warning Flags 
For up-to-date weather forcasts, ^ - Small craft advisory ^^- Gale 
phone (305) 661 -5065 or monitor | (20-38 mph winds) ^ - (39-54 mph winds) 
marine radio reports on VHF chan- ' 
nels 1, 2, or 3. Channel 16 broad- • Storm or whole gale • Hurricane 
casts special weather warnings. (55-73 mph winds) E (74 mph winds or 

I P" higher) 

On the Keys 

The keys can be reached 
only by boat. Developed 
recreation areas and ser
vices are limited to a few 
islands. Boat fuel, sup
plies, and food are not 
sold on any island but 
are available at mainland 
marinas. Only Elliott Key 
has drinking water. 

Elliott Key Boat docks 
are located at Elliott Key 
Harbor and at University 
Dock. A campground with 
picnic tables and grills 
operates on a first-come, 
first-served basis; no fee 
is charged. Drinking wa
ter, restrooms, and show
ers are nearby. Popular 
overnight anchorage sites 
are located offshore. The 
island also has a self-
guiding nature trail. 

Adams Key A free boat 
dock, picnic area, rest-
rooms, and nature trail 
are available for day use. 

Boca Chita Key A boat 
dock, picnic area, and 
restrooms are available. 
A primitive camping area 
is on the island; no per
mit is required. An orna
mental lighthouse is open 
intermittently. 

Sands Key Popular over
night anchorage sites are 
located offshore. 

Rules and Safety Tips 
The entire park is a wild
life refuge, but the Arse-
nicker Keys are particu
larly important as a bird 
nesting area; do not dis
turb these keys. West 
Arsenicker Key, Arsenic-
ker Key, and the islands 
in Sandwich Cove are 
closed to the public. 

Be sure to pack out all 
trash on the keys. Some 
private property still ex
ists on the keys; please 
respect owners' rights. 
A few tropical plants can 
cause painful itching; do 
not touch plants that you 
don't recognize as harm
less. 

Fees There is a $15 per 
night overnight dockage 
fee at Boca Chita Key 
and Elliott Key harbors. 

Pets Leashed pets are 
permitted only in the 
developed areas of Elliott 
Key and Convoy Point. 

On the Reefs 

Reef exploring is best on 
calm, sunny days. Both 
the outer reefs, along the 
park's eastern boundary, 
and the patch reefs, clos
er to shore, offer opportu
nities for snorkeling and 
diving. Strong currents 
can occur on the outer 
reefs. Unless you are 
experienced, we recom
mend that you stay on 
the calmer patch reefs. 

Reef guidebooks are sold 
at the Convoy Point Visi
tor Center. Mooring buoys 
are available on some of 
the patch reefs. Check 
with a ranger for buoy 
locations and for more 
information. 

Rules and Safety Tips 
Whenever you visit the 
reefs, exercise caution. 

Protecting Yourself 
All snorkelers and divers 
must display the stand
ard diver's flag to warn 
boaters of their presence. 
Be aware of other boats 
in your area; propellers 
have injured divers. Never 
swim alone, and always 
have another person stay 
on board. 

Animals of the reef gener
ally will not harm you if 
you leave them alone. It 
is good practice not to 
touch anything, even if it 
looks harmless. Coral can 
cause deep, slow-healing 
cuts. Attacks by barracu
da or sharks rarely occur, 
but both fish are consid
ered dangerous and 
should be watched care
fully. You might wish to 
talk with a ranger about 
hazards before venturing 
out. 

Protecting the Reef 
Remember: a coral reef is 
alive. If your boat hits a 
reef, it will not only dam
age your boat but also 
scar the fragile reef and 
kill coral animals. When 
boating near patch reefs, 
watch out for the numer
ous coral heads very 
close to the surface. An
chors also can damage 
reefs: anchor in a nearby 
sandy bottom or use a 
mooring buoy. Standing 
or sitting on coral, or just 
grasping it, can cause 
injury, too. Avoid disturb
ing any reef inhabitant. 
Resist the temptation to 
take home a natural sou
venir; this is illegal and it 
diminishes the beauty of 
the reef. Cultural artifacts 
are also protected; do not 
deface or remove them. 

Do Not Use This 
Map For Navigat ion 
It does not show water 
depths, navigational aids, 
and sufficient detail for 
safe boating. Use NOAA 
nautical chart 11451 or 
charts 11462, 11463, 
and 11465. 

http://www.nps.gov/bisc

