Facts About Mexico

Thank you for considering coming to Mexico for our wedding … and hopefully for a holiday too! In our website we will try to put as much information as possible to help you plan and organize your trip.  In particular, we will try to give you an objective view of what to expect in 21st century Mexico. 

By no means do we intend to create a comprehensive tourist guide here; most of the information comes from our personal experience, as well as that of our families and friends, and we have chosen the information that we believe will be more useful for the people coming to our wedding. As you will understand, we can’t cover all the cities and tourist destinations here.  You can also find useful information (and nice photos) on the website of the Mexican Tourist Board, with tourist information in Spanish, English, French and German.  We would suggest that you get a good travel guide to Mexico. Our favourite guides are the “Eyewitness Travel Guides”, which are very well organised, easy to read, contain a lot of reliable historical information and have very nice colour photographs of the major sites. On the other hand, their hotel and restaurant recommendations, although very good, are clearly upmarket! More geared to the budget traveller (but useful for everyone) are the Rough Guide and Lonely Planet.  We haven’t read them start-to-end, but the information seems to be accurate and reliable, they have lots of useful maps and practical tips and are more focussed on younger travellers, with lots of suggestions for good night life!  With their particular flavour, any of these guides should provide you with enough information to plan your trip and enjoy your visit. 

Mexico extends over almost 2 million km2 and has a population of over 100 million people. The border with the USA is 3,140 Km long and the coastline has a total length of over 10,000 Km. The equivalent area in Europe is the size of Spain, France, Germany, Poland, the UK, Italy and the Benelux put together!  This is not a boast about the size of the country, but serves to give you a better idea of the distances involved and to warn you against trying to see it all in 3 weeks! Unless you want to spend most of the time in a car or in buses, our suggestion would be for you to choose one or two areas that you would like to visit and spend your time exploring and enjoying the places within a radius of 300-400 km.

We will give you some recommendations of some of Karina’s favourite places to visit (to be added later), but please do consult a travel guide or your local travel agent for more information. If you are making a plan and are wondering if places are too far from each other, don’t hesitate to give us a ring, we’ll try to help as much as possible.

Practical information

Language: The official language in Mexico is Spanish, although there are more than 60 indigenous dialects still spoken throughout the country. Most people speak Spanish and you’ll need to get to really remote communities to find people who don’t.

In Mexico City, Acapulco, Cancun, Puerto Vallarta and other places with important international tourism, you are likely to find people who speak English and even some French or German, but do not count on it! We would strongly advise you to learn some basic worlds in Spanish, which will make your holiday much easier and enjoyable. Mexicans are often irritated by rich tourists who behave as if they were at home and expect everyone to understand and speak English. Mexicans are proud of their country, culture and language and consider it impolite for visitors not to even acknowledge they are in a country with a different language. But do not panic, if you start your conversation with something like: “Buenos dias, habla usted Ingles?” (Good morning, do you speak English) you are more than likely to get a smile and the good will of the other person. In general Mexicans will do their best to understand even the poorest “Spanglish” and to make themselves understood in the same mixture and using their hands and facial expressions. 

Do not expect restaurant menus, bus schedules or other written information to be in English (although some of it might be). Again, with a polite smile and a couple of words in Spanish will do the trick! Major museums and archaeological sites will have plaques with information in both Spanish and English (and sometimes even in a local language like Maya or Nahuatl). If you are interested, ask if there are authorized guides, some of them will speak English and sometimes French and German too.  You can often also find audio-guides in English, French, German and Italian.

Any travel guide will contain a list of useful sentences and often guides to the pronunciation. There are several Internet sites with mini Spanish “courses”, you can try “learn Spanish” which has useful vocabulary lists for free. On the website of “diccionarios.com” you’ll find a decent translator from English, French, German, Italian and Portuguese into Spanish.

Currency:  The official currency is the Mexican peso. The current exchange rate (August 2006) is about 14 pesos per euro (11 pesos per US dollar, 20.6 pesos per pound Sterling). Although the peso has been reasonably stable over the past years, do check the exchange rate before departing. The most widely accepted currency for exchange is the U.S. dollar, followed by the euro, the Canadian dollar and the pound sterling. You will be able to exchange these currencies in banks and exchange bureaus in all big cities, but in small towns they might only accept US dollars. Bank notes come in denominations of 20, 50, 100, 200, 500 and pesos. Coins are issued in denominations of 5, 10, 20 and 50 cents, and 1, 2, 5, 10 and 20 pesos (although the latter is no longer accepted in many places). When you exchange a large amount of money try to get at least a couple of 20 and 50 pesos notes and if possible some coins too, as it might be difficult to pay for a drink or a snack with a 500 pesos note!

Money:In principle all payments in Mexico should be made in pesos, although in the main tourist destinations (Cancun, Rivera Maya, Acapulco, Los Cabos) large hotels, restaurants and shops will probably accept US dollars. Be aware that the exchange rate is generally lower (and the commission higher) than at banks and exchange bureaus. 
You’ll need cash to pay for public transport tickets (including sub-urban buses), toll roads, entrance fees to museums and archeological sites, parking and minor expenses, as it’s not common to pay for consumptions under 100 pesos with a credit card. Paying with debit cards is becoming more common, but it isn’t yet as widespread as in Europe. It’s advisable to carry at least 100 pesos in cash with you at all times, preferably in small denominations (20 and 50 pesos are the best), and to have enough for a taxi back to your hotel! 

You will find cash machines all across the country, with the exception of small remote villages, so if you are going to spend time outside major cities and towns make sure you have enough cash for a couple of days. Cash machines (ATM) take major credit and debit cards (Visa, Visa Electron, MasterCard, Maestro, Cirrus, Plus). Please note that cash machines might run out of cash on big public holidays (although this happens less and less often).  The ones that are the most likely to affect you are New Year’s and January 5th (although not a public holiday, this is when the “Three Kings” will raid toy shops to make kids happy).

 As everywhere, use your common sense when using cash machines; avoid taking money at night or in an ill-lighted place. If you feel unsafe or see someone suspicious, look for another machine. Whenever possible, try to use the cash machines inside banks, shopping malls and supermarkets, as there will be more people around. The latter are particularly useful since many supermarkets are open until 23h. The two cafeteria chains (Sanborns and Vips) often have cash machines inside and the larges branches will be open until 1am or even 24h.

Credit cards are widely accepted at established hotels and restaurants (except at small, family-run businesses), but less so in small shops and cafeterias and definitely not in markets and similar temporary establishments. However, American Express and Diners are usually only accepted at big, expensive hotels and restaurants. You can also get a cash advance against your credit card at a bank, but usually the commission charged is high.  

Travelers’ cheques are a handy and safe way to keep your money, although of course you can’t pay with them.  If you are buying travelers cheques, it’s best to get them in American dollars as they will be widely accepted and you are likely to get a better exchange rate. 

Banks. The major banks are Banamex and Bancomer and you are likely to find branches and cash machines in every town and city. Normal working hours are 9h30 to 17h, although in smaller towns they might close at noon. If you need to go to the bank to exchange money it’s better to do it in the morning, as some banks might have “restricted operations” after 13h30. In Mexico City, Guadalajara, Monterrey and some tourist resorts large bank branches will be open on Saturday morning, but you’re likely to find long queues!   

Tips: Tipping is customary in Mexico and some workers like waiters, bellboys and parking assistants depend on them for their living. In restaurants it is customary to leave between 10-15% of the bill, depending on how satisfied you’re with the service. The more expensive the restaurant, the higher the expected tip. Fell free to leave little or no tip is service is bad, though.  In “taquerías”, “fondas”, “comidas corridas” or stalls in the market it is common to leave a couple of pesos as a tip. If you have someone carry your luggage at the airport or at the hotel, give about 5-10 pesos per piece of luggage. If someone helps you park in a parking lot (even if they only whistle at you), it’s common to give 1-2 pesos. In supermarkets it’s common to have teenagers packing your shopping. Although you are probably used to do this yourself, for a lot of these kids this is the only way to get money for the notebooks and pens they need in school (many supermarkets require the “packers” to attend school). If you can spare 2-3 pesos, allow the kids to pack your bags!

Health: 
Most European National Heath Insurances won’t cover you in Mexico, so it’s advisable to get travel insurance for your stay. Some private insurance companies have “worldwide extensions”, it might be worth checking with your particular insurer. You can buy health insurance for the days you will be abroad at any travel agency.
Water might be the greatest health risk you face in Mexico and it’s easy to avoid: NEVER DRINK TAP WATER! Boiling water for 10 min. will kill bacteria and remove some of the taste of chlorine that water in the city tends to have. If you’re on the road it’s handy to always have bottled water with you; Santa Maria, Bonafont and Electropura are reliable brands. Suspect ice (“hielo”) too, except in good restaurants it’s better to ask your drinks cold (“frías”) rather than with ice (“con hielo”). Lettuce is also a common culprit too, as it’s often washed with tap water and not cooked, so avoid eating it if you don’t trust the place. Again, use your common sense: if a place looks dirty, find another restaurant. Do not eat from stalls on the street, especially avoid things containing meat or fruit that’s already peeled. Buying fruit on the market and peeling it is fine though. Stalls permanently installed in markets are generally fine and they offer one of the best and cheapest “real Mexican eating” experiences, but again trust your instinct. Avoid raw fish and seafood, “ceviche” contains fish cooked in lemon, but that’s not enough to kill all bacteria. It’s better to leave eating oysters and other seafood for when you visit the coast (where it will be fresher and cheaper) or you go to a nice restaurant. 

Bring a good mosquito repellant and a cream for the bites (or get it at a local supermarket). Unless you are planning to explore the depths of the jungle, you don’t have to worry about Malaria or Dengue fever. The “jungle” surrounding the archeological sites (like Palenque or Chichen-Itza) is safe though, especially if you’re not staying at night.

Your next biggest enemy might be the Sun! Although it will be the middle of the winter, you will be quite close to the equator and the sun will be strong (even if the sky is cloudy). Bring a sun-cream according to your skin type, as even a day’s walk in Mexico City might cause sunburn to sensitive skin. In normal supermarkets and shops in Mexico it might be hard to find sun blockers with a SPF higher than 15, but you will find all you need in any pharmacy. If you’re planning outdoor activities (like visiting archeological sites) or going to the coast, consider bringing a cap or a hat too, as well as plenty of water as it’s easy to get mildly dehydrated.

If you are arriving to Mexico City, remember that it is at 2400 m above sea level and therefore there’s less oxygen than what you’re used to. Everyone reacts differently to the altitude, but if you feel tired or breathless after a short walk, do take it easy for the first few days, until your body gets used to the altitude. Be particularly careful if you’re climbing stairs or pyramids on a hot day!
If you have any minor health complaints (mosquito bites, sun rash, mild stomach upset) go to a pharmacy (“farmacia”). Most pharmacists will speak a bit of English and will be able to help you.  

Safety: There’s no need to panic about armed robbery or other safety issues in Mexico, but you should exercise the due care (particularly in Mexico City) as you would do in London, Paris or New York. The most important thing to keep safe is your passport and other travel documents. Most hotels, even budget ones, will offer a safe deposit box, and it’s advisable to keep your passport and tourist card there (unless of course you need it for something, e.g. cashing traveler’s cheques). It’s also a good idea to have a copy or your passport and keep it separate from the rest of your documents. A credit-card size reduced copy of your passport is handy to keep in your wallet. If you are going to the beach and have to leave your stuff unattended only take with you the amount of cash you need and leave your wallet in the safe. In crowded places (like public transport) do not put your wallet, documents or camera in your backpack, but keep them where you can see them. And once again, use your common sense, avoid dark lonely streets at night and make sure you know how to come back to your hotel (have the address and phone number written down!). If you need a taxi it’s better to call one (radio-taxis, ask for the number at your hotel) or go to a taxi rank (sitios) than stopping one on the street. Make sure the taxi has a meter and the driver’s ID is clearly displayed.      

