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Cancún
If nothing else, CANCÚN is proof of Mexico’s remarkable ability to get things 
done in a hurry – so long as the political will exists. In the late 1960s, the Mexican 
government decided to develop a new resort area to diversify the economy. 
Computers crunched weather data, and surveyors scouted the country’s natural 
attractions to identify a 25-kilometre-long barrier island just off the northern 
Caribbean coast as the ideal combination of beautiful beaches, sparse population 
and accessible position. Construction of the resort paradise began in 1970, and 
when the first hotel opened in 1974, it relied on a generator for electricity and 
trucked-in water. In the twenty-first century, Cancún has struggled to shed its 
reputation for tacky fun (Spring Break happens only a month a year, after all), and 
it has also successfully courted Mexican tourists. But it is facing a mild crisis as 
seasonal storms in recent years have significantly eroded parts of the beach, the 
city’s literal raison d’être. 

Independent travellers often find the glitz of the hotel strip off-putting and the 
beachfront pleasures expensive, and, for anyone who has been out in the rest of the 
Yucatán or is eager to get there, all the concrete can be a downer. But a night spent 
here on the way in or out doesn’t have to be wasted, so long as you appreciate the 
city as an energetic, successful frontier experiment, rather than lament its lack of 
history. A closer look reveals lively salsa clubs, bare-bones beach bars and inexpen-
sive taco stands, all frequented by cancunenses who are friendly and proud of their 
city’s prosperity.

Cancún has two parts: the zona comercial on the mainland (also called the centro 
or downtown), which has developed a bit of soul in its short lifetime, and the zona 
hotelera, a narrow, 25-kilometre-long barrier island lined with hotels and tourist 
amenities. It encloses a huge lagoon, so there’s water on both sides. Paseo 
Kukulcán runs the length of the hotel zone, from the airport up to Punta 
Cancún (where the road splits around the convention centre and a warren of 
nightclubs and bars) and back onto the mainland. From Punta Cancún it’s a 
half-hour bus ride to Avenida Tulum, the main avenue in the downtown area that 
runs north–south and eventually turns into Hwy-307, the highway that follows 
the length of the Caribbean coast. 

Arrival, information and city transport
Charter flights from Europe and South America, along with direct scheduled 
flights from dozens of cities in Mexico and North and Central America, land at 
Cancún International Airport (Wwww.cancun-airport.com), 20km south of 
the centre. Most international flights arrive at terminal 3, while domestic flights 
and some charter flights come into terminal 2 (terminal 1 is currently not in use). 
In both of the main terminals, you’ll find currency exchange desks just past 
customs. In terminal 3, there’s an ATM too, but at terminal 2, you have to walk 
outside and turn right and head for the one in the departures hall, which also has 
luggage lockers. An airport bus (M$40) runs nearly every thirty minutes to 
downtown (7.45am–12.30am), while shared vans take you to any part of the 
hotel zone for a fixed price (US$15); buy tickets at the respective desks outside 
customs. Taxis cost at least US$50. 

Arriving by bus, you’ll pull in at the city’s main bus station, in the heart of 
downtown; it has luggage storage. You can walk to most downtown hotels.

Avenida Tulum, downtown Cancún’s main north–south street, is lined with 
shops, banks, restaurants and travel agencies. The tourist office is a few minutes’ 
walk south of the bus station, inside the city hall at Tulum 26 (daily 9am–8pm; 
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T998/884-8073). The friendly bilingual staff will help with even the smallest 
enquiries. They also dish out free maps and leaflets, but nothing you can’t get at 
any travel agency or hotel reception. Other “tourist information” kiosks are 
usually pitching time-shares or tickets to the big nature parks down the coast.

To get to and around the zona hotelera, city buses marked “Tulum–Hoteles, 
Ruta 1” run along Tulum every few minutes; the fare is M$6 in downtown and 

ROBALO

TULUM
 

TU
LU

M
 

TU
LU

M
 

J.  C
.  N

A
D

ER  

YA
XC

H
I LA

N
 

YA
XC

H
I LA

N
 

B
O

N
A

M
PA

K 
B

O
N

A
M

PA
K 

U XMAL  

U XMAL  

J. C
. N

AD
ER 

COBÁ  

COBÁ  

C OBÁ

 

YA
XC

H I L AN  
XCARET  

S U N YA X C H E N  

RO
BL

E 

PA
LM

ER
A  

PA
LM

ER
A  

RO
BL

E  

C EDR O  

FLAMB OYAN  

F L AMBOYAN  

LA
UR

EL
 

CHACA  

C IR ICOTE  C E D RO  
LA

UR
EL

 

CH AC A  

MARAÑ O N  

C
O

C
O

 

CA IM
I TO

 

GUAN
ABAN

A  

G
U

A N
AB AN

A  

AN
O

N
A  

PIÑ
A 

CHIABAL ORQUIDEAS

 

ORQUIDEAS 

P INO  

A L L E N  

AL
LE

N  

TUPAC
 

P U
LT

IC
UB

 

N I C C HE H A B I  

SA
R

A
M

U

L LO  
N

IC
C

H
EH

A
B

I  

TA
UC

H
 

C
O

N
O

C
O

 

TANCH

AC
TE 

AZUCENAS  

JA ZM IN ES  

ROSAS  

ROSAS  

ALC
ATRACES 

G LAD I OLAS  

CH IAB AL  

GRA N ADA  

DURAZ NO  

DUR AZ NO  CEREZA 

CEREZA 

LIM
A

 

TORONJA 

TO
R

O
N

JA
 

T U L I PANES  

M
AR

GA
R I

TA
S  

J AZ M IN E S  

AZ UC EN A S  

TUL I PAN ES  

A
LC

AT RACES 

B
A

R
R

A C U D A  
RUBIA 

CAZ ON 

CAZO N  

M E R O 

MERO 

H U A C H I N A N G O  

HUACHINANGO 

P ARGO 

PA R GO  

GL AD IOL AS  

M
A

R
G

AR
I T

AS
 

R
U

B
IA 

C LAVELES  

CLAVELES 

G
R

AN
AD

A 

S IERRA 

ROBALO 

JUREL  

M O J A R R A  

M O J ARRA  

AGUA  

N
UB

E  

BR
I S

A  

L L UV I A  
NUBE  

C I ELO  

C I E LO  

T I ER RA  

TIERRA 

FUEGO

VIENTO 

V I EN TO  

AGU A  

CHERNA  

CHERNA 

COBÁ  

VENADO  

VEN
AD

O
 

A LCE  

ALCE  

AN
TIL

OPE
 

GAC
EL

A 

JABALI

REN
O

 

REN
O

 

J ALE B  

JALEB  

T E JO N  

TE JON  

PECA R I  

PECAR I  

LIEBRE 

L I E BRE  

GARCIA DE LA TORRE 

N
A

R
A

N
JA

 

NA R A NJ A  

CR ISANTEMOS 

C R ISANTE MOS  

Bus
station

Police
Station

Nómadas

Ayuntamiento

Mercado
23

Bank

American
Express

Laundry

Parque de
las Palapas

i

M
ér

id
a

Gran Puerto, Puerto Juárez & Punta Sam (for ferries to Isla Mujeres)

Po
st

 o
ffi

ce
, M

er
ca

do
 2

8 
& 

Zona Hotelera

Plaza las Américas, AmeriMed, Airport (20km) & Playa del Carmen
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DOWNTOWN CANCÚN

100% Natural
Acústica
Los Almendros
El Café
El Camarote
El Capucino
Checándole
El D’Pa
Dub
Los Huaraches
  de Alcatraces
El Pabilo
La Placita
Roots
Ty-Coz

EATING, DRINKING
& NIGHTLIFE

7
14

1
11

3
5
6

12
8

13
10

4
9
2

ACCOMMODATION
Alux
Cancún Inn
  El Patio
Chac Mool 
Colonial
Hostel Laurel
Kin Mayab
Las Palmas
Hostal Quetzal
El Rey del Caribe
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