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	1. INTRODUCTION

Section 2 of this Travel Report has been updated.

2. ATTENTION

The hurricane season extends from June to the end of November. For more information, please see our Current Issue on the Hurricane Season.

Guatemala is slowly recovering from the damage sustained from Tropical Storm Stan, which struck the region in early October 2005. The entire south coast and all of the western highlands, from Guatemala City to Mexico, were most affected. Travellers in these areas should expect delays. Reconstruction projects are under way in several locations to rebuild bridges and repair roads that were washed out by the storm. Load restrictions are in effect for all temporary bridges. Border crossings with Mexico in the Chiapas area are now fully operational. Travel throughout the country is normal. Travel is typically dangerous because of road conditions and robberies. Travellers in Guatemala are reminded to be vigilant.

Rising crime rates in Guatemala continue to pose a threat to travellers. Higher rates of poverty in the regions affected by Stan have created the possibility of an increased incidence of crime. There is usually increased crime activity during the high season (mid-November to the end of Semana Santa in mid-April). Although Canadians are not specifically targeted, they should exercise caution at all times because of an increase in assaults and thefts committed against tourists. Gang warfare is widespread.


Travellers report a number of incidents of robbers attacking tourist buses and shuttles, especially some luxury lines. Such crimes are particularly common in, but not restricted to, the Petén region of northern Guatemala and areas bordering El Salvador and Honduras. Buses are stopped and boarded by heavily armed robbers, who seize victims' cash and valuables and may assault passengers. In March 2006 airport shuttle buses leaving Aurora International Airport were targeted.  Independent travel by private car can also be very dangerous.

Political demonstrations frequently occur in Guatemala City and in rural areas. Demonstrations, usually held at the Plaza Mayor and in Zones 1 and 4, can cause serious traffic disruptions. Demonstrators have resorted to blockading the major highways. Demonstrations are usually announced in advance. While most demonstrations are peaceful, some have turned violent. Avoid areas where demonstrations are taking place. There is a continuing possibility of civil disturbances and blockades, as peasants and former civil defence patrol members protest against government responses to their claims.

Canadians travelling to Guatemala should monitor media reports and confirm travel arrangements with their travel agent or tour operator. Canadians in Guatemala should follow current developments closely and contact the Embassy of Canada in Guatemala City for assistance and advice.

OFFICIAL REGISTRATION RECOMMENDATION: Foreign Affairs Canada offers a registration service for Canadians travelling or residing abroad. Canadians are encouraged to register with the responsible Canadian government office during the hurricane season which runs from June 1st to November 30th. Registration can be done on-line or by calling the responsible Canadian government office abroad to request a registration form.


3. SAFETY AND SECURITY

Guatemala has one of the highest crime rates in Central America. Violent criminal activity is a problem throughout the country, including robbery, carjacking, rape and armed assaults against foreigners. Take appropriate precautions, especially in rural regions, where vigilante violence has become an increasing problem. Canadians have been robbed at knife/gunpoint, even in urban areas. If you are robbed, be calm and do not resist. Injuries or death have occurred when victims have resisted. In Guatemala City, restrict travel to daylight hours; avoid the Central Market and other parts of Zone 1.  Do not carry large bags or expensive cameras and equipment and do not wear sunglasses or jewellery. Ensure personal belongings and travel documents are secure at all times. Carry only a copy of the identification page of your passport and sufficient funds for the day.  Exercise extreme caution when using ATMs as robberies may occur.

The Guatemalan Tourism Bureau, in conjunction with private enterprise, has launched a local insurance service called the Asistur card, which may be purchased upon arrival. Currently it is available only at Aurora International Airport (INGUAT booth, 2nd floor), but plans call for having it available at border points eventually. More information may be obtained from http://www.asisturcard.com/ or by phoning 502-2421-2810 or 1801 ASIST.

A major renovation project of the terminal at Aurora International Airport is currently underway. Until completion in September 2006 there will be a temporary reconfiguration of airport arrival and departure vehicle traffic and major works inside the terminal. Delays are expected.

Visits to Tikal National Park, especially the ruins, should be undertaken with official guides or organized tour groups. Avoid the less-travelled paths and areas of Tikal. A number of foreigners have been violently attacked, robbed, and raped. 

Travel should be avoided on the isolated small dirt roads near Lake Atitlán. The safest route to Lake Atitlán is via the Pan-American Highway (CA-1) and Sololá, although this is where most disturbances occur. Boulders and tree trunks may be left on the road following a demonstration, posing a threat to drivers. Avoid travelling on the Godinez road to Panajachel as it is dangerous and rarely patrolled by police. Armed robberies against vehicles with foreign plates have occurred on the Pacific Coast Highway (CA-2) and the Atlantic Highway (CA-9).

Do not hike in the Pacaya and Agua volcano areas without a reputable guide. Day road trips from Antigua are discouraged due to unsafe vehicles, irresponsible drivers, and unregulated tour operators. Robberies, violent assaults, and rapes have occurred in national parks, at the Cerro de la Cruz (outside Antigua), at the Volcán de Pacaya, and at Biotopo Cerro Cahui (close to Hotel Camino Real in Petén). When hiking in remote areas, carry few personal belongings, stay with the group, and do not carry your passport or large amounts of cash. Travel to some tourist sites, such as Quirigua or Mixco Viejo, is best done through a reputable tour operator. 

When entering Guatemala at a land border, do not change large amounts of cash at the border crossing. Violent armed robberies have occurred as a consequence. Allow enough time for border crossing formalities in order to arrive at a major town before dark. Many border posts close for lunch and at dusk. To avoid excessive charges at Central American border crossings, ascertain the correct fees from the embassy or consulate of each country you plan to visit. It may be difficult to obtain police assistance. Police forces lack resources and may expect payment.

Exercise caution when swimming off the Pacific coast, due to strong currents, riptides, and undertow. Private hotel beaches do not always warn swimmers of water conditions. Most beaches and pools, including at hotels, do not have lifeguards on duty. Avoid deserted and unpatrolled beaches after dark.

Do not approach or photograph children and women, since many people in Guatemala fear that children are being kidnapped for adoption or for theft of vital organs. Violent incidents involving foreigners have been reported.

4. LOCAL TRAVEL

Drive defensively, as traffic accidents are a common cause of death and injury. Road conditions are different from those in Canada. Driving in late afternoon or after dark on highways or intercity roads is not recommended, even close to tourist destinations. Secondary streets and rural roads are poorly lit. Due to the lack of law enforcement, local motorists rarely obey traffic laws. The Inter-American Highway and the road from Guatemala City to the Atlantic Ocean are dangerous because of heavy traffic. Winding and steep mountain roads and the lack of road signs present additional dangers. Off-road travel in the remote highlands should be done only after seeking advice from the Canadian Embassy in Guatemala City. Road trips should be undertaken in convoy. Roadblocks erected by armed gangs are common, particularly in the northern and western departments of San Marcos, Huehuetenango, El Quiché, Alta Verapaz, El Petén, and Escuintla. Some criminals have in the past even posed as police officers. Travellers should comply and not resist if attacked. Always drive with windows closed and doors locked. In the event of a vehicle accident, the police can be contacted by calling 110 or 120, and the fire department and paramedics by calling 122 and 123.

Use only official taxis. For security reasons, schedule arrival at La Aurora Airport during the day or early evening. 

Local and intercity public buses are mechanically unreliable and are often involved in major road accidents. Incidents of pickpocketing have increased on buses between Chimaltenango and Antigua.

An International Driving Permit (IDP) is recommended. The IDP is an internationally recognized document that, when accompanied by a valid Canadian (i.e., provincial) driver’s licence, allows you to drive in over 160 countries without a specific test. Its purpose is to overcome difficulties that you may have while travelling in other countries with widely varying licence requirements. It is printed in the six United Nations official languages (Arabic, English, French, Spanish, Russian, and Chinese), plus German, Italian, the Scandinavian languages, and Portuguese. The IDP can also be a useful form of picture identification in case of a lost or stolen passport. An IDP is valid for one year from the date of issue. The Canadian Automobile Association (CAA) is the sole issuer of the IDP in Canada.

5. NATURAL DISASTERS AND CLIMATE

The hurricane season extends from June to the end of November. You are advised to visit the Web site of the National Hurricane Center for information on weather conditions.

The rainy season extends from May to October, often resulting in flash floods and mudslides. Travellers to the region should keep informed of regional weather forecasts and plan accordingly.

There are several active volcanoes in Guatemala. Pacaya, located 40 km south of Guatemala City, has generated lava flows since the 1970s. Volcán de Fuego, located near the city of Antigua, approximately 48 km southwest of Guatemala City, has experienced increased activity since January 2002. Santiaguito and Tacaná, both located in the western part of the country near the Mexican border, have also expelled ash recently. Ash falls can be hazardous for those who suffer from respiratory ailments. Understand the risks and follow the advice of local authorities in the event of explosions or an eruption. Current information on volcanic activity is available from the Instituto Nacional de Sismología, Vulcanología, Meteorología e Hidrología (INSIVUMEH) (country and area codes 502-2/ tel.: 331-4897 or 331-4967).

6. LOCAL LAWS AND CUSTOMS

You are subject to local laws. A serious violation may lead to a jail sentence. The sentence will be served in local prisons.

Canadians arrested or detained have the right to contact the responsible Canadian government office (embassy, high commission, etc.) listed below. Arresting officials have a responsibility to assist you in doing so. Canadian consular officials can provide a list of local lawyers upon request.

Foreign Affairs Canada publishes A Guide for Canadians Imprisoned Abroad, specifically targeted at incarcerated Canadians. Its prime objective is to inform Canadian detainees, their families, and friends about available assistance and advice.

Foreigners travelling with a vehicle must comply with the deadline for leaving the country that is indicated on the temporary importation form provided by Guatemalan customs at the port of entry. If they fail to leave Guatemala with their vehicle by the expiry date, Guatemalan law decrees that taxes must be paid. This is clearly indicated in Spanish on the form.

Penalties for possession, use, or trafficking of illegal drugs are strict. Convicted offenders can expect heavy jail sentences from 10 to 20 years.

7. ASSISTANCE FOR CANADIANS ABROAD

You can obtain consular assistance and further information at the following address:

Guatemala - GUATEMALA CITY, Embassy of Canada
Address: Edyma Plaza Building, 8th Floor, 13 Calle 8-44, Zona 10, Guatemala City, Guatemala C.A.
Postal Address: P.O. Box 400, Guatemala City, Guatemala
Tel.: (502) 2363-4348 
Fax: (502) 2365-1216
E-mail: gtmla@international.gc.ca
Internet: http://www.guatemala.gc.ca

For emergency assistance after hours, call the Canadian Embassy in Guatemala City and follow the instructions. You may also make a collect call to the Department in Ottawa at 613-996-8885 or use the services offered by Canada Direct.

Canada Direct, offered by Canada's major telecommunications companies, provides travellers with toll-free and hassle-free access to the Canadian telephone network. The Canada Direct access number from Guatemala is 9999-198, where a Canadian operator is always available. For more information, call 1 800 561-8868 or visit the Canada Direct Web site.

8. ENTRY/EXIT REQUIREMENTS

It is the sole prerogative of each country to determine who is allowed to enter. All countries have special requirements for persons intending to reside for extended periods (usually more than 90 days) or who plan to work, study, or engage in non-tourist activities. To obtain information on specific entry requirements, contact the nearest diplomatic or consular office of the country or countries to be visited. Conditions are subject to change.
 
Selling, altering, or allowing another person to use your passport is a criminal offence. It could lead to the laying of charges and imprisonment if convicted. It could also lead to the denial of future passport services.

Any adult travelling with children may be required to show evidence of parental/custodial and/or access rights. Foreign and Canadian authorities may also require evidence that the adult has the consent of the parents, legal guardian, and/or the court to travel with the children. Some countries may not permit children to enter or, in some cases, leave the country without proper documentation such as a letter of consent or a court order.

A valid Canadian passport is required for Canadians intending to visit Guatemala. The passport should be valid for at least six months beyond the date of the expected departure from the country.

Canadians can visit Guatemala as a tourist for 90 days which can then be extended for another 90 days by contacting local immigration authorities. Canadians entering Guatemala via Cancun should have their passports stamped when they arrive to avoid problems when departing the country.

Tourist Visa: Not required
Business Visa: Required
Student Visa: Required

Special and diplomatic passport holders should verify visa requirements for this and other countries, as they may differ from those that apply to regular passport holders.

An airport departure tax of US$30 (or quetzal equivalent) and a 20.00 quetzal security tax are charged upon departure.

Proof of yellow fever vaccination is required for all travellers over the age of one if arriving from an infected area.

Canadian citizens are required to have a valid passport in order to depart from Guatemala. Canadians whose passports are lost or stolen in Guatemala must present a police report of the loss or theft and a new passport to the Guatemalan immigration office in order to obtain permission to depart.

Although same-sex marriages are legal in Canada, many countries do not recognize them. Attempting to enter as a same-sex married couple may result in refusal by local officials. For more information, contact the foreign government office accredited to Canada.Foreign Affairs Canada’s Office of Protocol provides contact details for the Embassy Guatemala and its consulates, where you can obtain further information on entry and exit requirements.

9. MONEY

The currency is the Guatemalan quetzal (GTQ). It is impossible to exchange Canadian dollars (cash or traveller's cheques) in Guatemala. U.S. currency and traveller's cheques are readily convertible to local funds at most major banks. Do not accept torn notes as they can be difficult to exchange. Credit cards are widely accepted. Do not exchange large amounts of currency with informal money changers. Some ATMs will accept Canadian debit cards with a four-digit PIN. Check with your bank for information on ATM services in other countries. You can also check the VISA ATM locator page or the MasterCard ATM locator page for the addresses of ATMs around the world. Your bank can advise if you need a new personal identification number (PIN) for overseas access to your account. Credit cards and debit cards should be used with caution due to the potential for fraud and other criminal activity. ATMs should be used during business hours inside a bank, supermarket, or large commercial building. Leave copies of your card numbers with a family member in case of emergency.

10. GENERAL INFORMATION

Guatemala (capital: Guatemala City) is located in Central America and borders Honduras, Belize, El Salvador, and Mexico. Tourist facilities are available, but quality varies according to price and location. The official languages are Spanish and 23 Amerindian languages.

Radio Canada International (RCI) broadcasts on shortwave to this country. For a schedule of times and frequency of broadcasts, check the RCI Web site. You may also e-mail RCI at info@rcinet.ca or call 514-597-7500.


11. TRAVEL MEDICINE PROGRAM

The Public Health Agency of Canada and the World Health Organization (WHO) report on disease outbreaks that occur throughout the world. For the latest travel health advisories and related information, visit the Public Health Agency of Canada’s Travel Medicine Program Web site.

The Public Health Agency of Canada strongly recommends that your travel plans include contacting a travel medicine clinic or physician six to eight weeks before departure. Based on your individual risk assessment, a health care professional can determine your need for immunizations and/or preventive medication and advise you on precautions to avoid disease. Travellers are reminded to ensure that their routine (childhood) immunizations (e.g., tetanus, diphtheria, polio, and measles) are up to date.

Standards of medical care may differ from those in Canada. Treatment may be expensive, and payment in advance may be required. Travellers are advised to arrange for medical insurance prior to departure. Prescription medications should be kept in the original container and packed in carry-on luggage.

The Public Health Agency of Canada also recommends that travellers who become sick or feel unwell on their return to Canada seek a medical assessment with their personal physician. Travellers should inform their physician that they have been travelling or living outside of Canada.

12. ADDITIONAL HEALTH INFORMATION

Private hospitals and clinics in the city offer equivalent care to those in Canada and are much better staffed and equipped than public or rural facilities.  Physicians and hospitals often expect immediate cash payment for medical care. Travellers are strongly recommended to arrange for medical insurance prior to departure; insurance should cover emergency expenses, such as medical evacuation.  In March 2006 Roosevelt public hospital in Guatemala City had at least 19 deaths and hundreds quarantined because of a virus.

Red Tide appears seasonally and is highly toxic. It has recently affected most Central American countries, including Guatemala. Canadians are advised to follow local warnings and avoid eating any shellfish and seafood, as it is impossible to determine which may be contaminated.

To avoid risks of mosquito-borne diseases, travellers should cover up and use mosquito repellent.

13. RETURNING TO CANADA

Please consult the Current Issue on returning to Canada.

14. INTERNATIONAL ADOPTIONS

Provincial and territorial authorities in Canada are responsible for authorizing international adoptions. If you are thinking of adopting a child from another country, you must first obtain information about the adoption regulations of the province or territory in which the child will reside. While adoption is a provincial/territorial responsibility, Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) is responsible for allowing an adopted child entry into Canada. Entry can be refused if the child does not hold the appropriate immigrant visa. A visa may be denied, even if the adoption has already been completed. For more information contact CIC at 1 888 242-2100 (in Canada only), check the CIC Web site or contact your provincial or territorial government.

15. TRAVEL TIPS

Please consult our Traveller's Checklist.

16. HEALTH AND TRAVEL INSURANCE

Do not rely on your provincial health plan to cover all expenses if you get sick or are injured while abroad. It may cover nothing or only a portion of the costs. Understand the terms of your supplementary insurance policy. Some credit cards offer their holders health and travel insurance. Do not assume the card alone provides adequate coverage. Carry details of your insurance with you. Also, tell your travel agent, a friend or relative, and/or travelling companion how to contact your insurer. Get a detailed invoice from the doctor or hospital before you return to Canada. Always submit original receipts for any medical services or prescriptions received abroad. Most insurance companies will not accept copies or faxes.

Cancelling a scheduled trip abroad could cost you money. Before cancelling a scheduled trip, you should discuss the matter with your travel agent, your travel insurer, or the airline. The decision to travel is the sole responsibility of the traveller.

17. FOR MORE INFORMATION: N/A

18. ANNEX: N/A


This Travel Report reflects upon current (relative to the date of its release by the Canadian Government) country conditions. In order to discern the accuracy and reliability of the U.S. Department of State’s current Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, you are invited to compare and contrast the two. Other authoritative sources reflecting upon current country conditions include the U.S. Department of State’s Travel Warnings and Advisories, U.K. Foreign Office Travel Advisories, U.K. Home Office Country Reports, and the Australian Government’s Travel Alerts and Advisories. For a more comprehensive understanding of current country conditions, Political Asylum Research and Documentation Service (PARDS) LLC can provide you with access to an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert. 
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