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INTRODUCTION TO LAGUNETA LANCAHÁ 
(ALSO SPELLED LANCAJÁ)

Laguneta Lancajá is larger than La Guitara and Laguneta of 3 Conjoined Cenotes put together. 
But half the size of Laguneta Champoxté a few hundred meters to the east.

Laguneta Lancaja has original hillside forest surrounding much of its north, east, and west. The 
hill overlooking the south side appears to have been subjected to considerable slash-and-
burn milpa agriculture or other invasive clearing in past decades. Much of this area appears to 
be second growth, including lots of two species of ferns.

The south coast, especially the west half, is a veritable botanical garden of reeds, sedges, 
and grasses. Since the water level was quite high we did not walk into the shore areas to do 
close-up photographs (since our goal on September 9 and 10, 2021, was to accomplish 
drone photographs to show the layout of these lagoons and to initiate aerial photographic 
documentation of the biodiverse ecosystems that surround this lagoon).

You can always recognize Laguneta La Guitarra (Laguneta El Juleque) because of the 

color looks like mud. In the background at upper right you can see the east end of Laguneta 

Lancaja. On later pages you can see it’s color is different. 

Photography by: Haniel López, FLAAR Mesoamerica, Sep. 9, 2021, 10:57 a.m. 

Pet►én, Guatemala.Camera: Con el DJI Mavic Pro 2.
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INTRODUCTION TO LAKES, LAGOONS, 
AND LAGUNETAS OF PETÉN, GUATEMALA

Laguneta Lancajá in the middle; 
Laguna Champoxté in the background 
(which is actually twice the size of
 Lagoon Lancajá).

Photography by: Haniel López, FLAAR 
Mesoamerica, Sep. 9, 2021, 10:57 a.m. 
Petén, Guatemala.Camera: Con el DJI
 Mavic Pro 2.

Lakes, lagoons, and lagunetas were a resource 
for edible flora and fauna for the Classic Maya 
for thousands of years. The number of wet-
lands plants which are edible is impressive and 
we have only begun to document and identify 
underwater plants (several of which are also 
edible). Since PNYNN is a treasure of flora,
fauna, and ecosystems, it is important that 
every square kilometer gradually becomes 
better known. This knowledge helps upcoming 
Plan Maestro reports (Master Plans). Belize 
has dozens, scores, of commercially paid REA 
(Rapid Ecological Assessments). These rarely 
exist in Guatemala. Since most 

intelligent professors (and consultants) accomplish 
excellent research near their comfortable base 
camps, there are not as many studies of flora, 
fauna, and ecology in remote areas that require 
up to 15+ kilometers of hiking through narrow 
spine-lined trails. So we at FLAAR (USA) and 
FLAAR Mesoamerica (Guatemala) specialize in 
finding and reaching remote areas that deserve 
research. We focus on digital photography to 
document what we find. Our purpose of 
publishing all these photographs is to help the 
park administration have access to documentation 

of remote areas.
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OFFICIAL AND LOCAL NAMES FOR THE 
LAGOONS AND LAGUNETAS OF PNYNN

LAGUNETA 
CHAMPOXTÉ

LAGUNETA 
LANCAJÁ

LAGUNETA
EL JULEQUE

LAGUNETA 
JULEQUITO

LAGUNA 
YAXHA

LAGUNA 
SACNAB

CONRED 
map

Laguneta 
Champoxte

Laguneta 
Lancaja

Not named Not named
Curiously 

not named
Laguna 
Sacnab

IGN map
Laguneta 

Champoxte
Laguneta 
Lancaja

Laguneta 
El Juleque

Not named
Laguna 
Yaxha

Laguna 
Sacnab

Google Maps
Laguna El 
Ramonal

Not named Not named Not named
Laguna 
Yaxha

Laguna 
Sacnab

comments

I prefer to 
call this 

a Laguna 
Champoxte 
rather than 
Laguneta

Spelled 
many ways

Not named 

on 90% of 

maps

Seasonally 
inundated 
area; so 

really a part 
of Laguna 

Yaxha

Same name 
on all maps 

from the 
beginning

Same name 
on all maps 

from the 
beginning

Local spelling 
options

Laguneta

Lancaja,

Laguneta 

Lancaha,

Laguneta

Lankaja,

Laguneta 

Laguneta 

La Guitarra 

is a local 

name

Not named 
on any map; 

but local 
people tell 

us the name 
and where 

it is

I prefer to 
call this 

Lake Yaxha 
and not 
Yaxha 

Lagoon

Most Mayan words have accents on vowels. IGN uses accents. Water is usually written as ja in 

Lacandon Maya, Yucatec Maya, and Petén Itzá dictionaries (sometimes with accent, sometimes 

without). But you also see water written ha, such as in Yaxha (blue/green water, though I also 

discovered to my surprise that Yaxha also means the wild native rubber tree, Castilla 
elastica). This tree is quite rare in the park, so blue/green water is the popular translation.
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75% of Laguneta Lancaja in the foreground. The west end of the long narrow Laguna Champoxte
is not yet visible at the far top left. 

September 9, 2021, 12:29 pm.
Photo by Haniel Lopez with FLAAR DJI Mavic 2 Pro drone with its Hasselblad L1D-20c Camera.



HABITATS ON THE SHORES 
LAGUNETA LANCAJÁ

Once the rainy season stops we would like to learn more about habitats around the shores of each 
lagoon. The Laguneta Lancajá has the most biodiversity along its south side and far west end.

The high hills along the south side have wandering ferns and mid-height ferns. These are also 
common in the Savanna of 3 Fern Species. We have photos of the ones along the hillsides.

The southwest corner and west end are flat areas so the lake level rises (and drowns out many 
plants) and recedes in other months and other years (so wetlands shore reeds, sedges, and grasses 
prosper until they are flooded out. Lots of species can survive water around their bases. The species 
that is the most photogenic I found a few meters from the shore (of water level of September 9th 
and 10th, 2021). I show these in a following chapter on “tanil”.

No mud color in the water of Laguneta Lancaja, seen here from the trail hiking 
around the south end of this lagoon. 

September 9, 2021, 12:30 pm.

Photo by Nicholas Hellmuth, FLAAR Mesoamerica, Camera: IPhone 12 Pro Max.
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Here are more of the “wandering ferns.” They are thin and wander all over the place, rarely 
growing straight up.

Photo taken from the south shore, looking at the north shore. Bits of blue sky but thick clouds 
are to the north.

iPhone 12 Pro Max, September 9, 2021, 1:28 pm. 10



Here you can notice how far the water has risen. The original shore is far in front. 

This happens every decade. Often the water gets even higher.

iPhone 12 Pro Max, September 9, 2021, 1:26 pm.

On the GPS map you can estimate where we were each hour



These ferns are very common in the western area of PNYNN. The ones here are on a steep hill 

overlooking the south side of Laguneta Lancaja.

iPhone 12 Pro Max, September 9, 2021, 1:22 pm.

On the GPS map you can estimate where we were each hour.
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These ferns wander around half a meter off the ground. They do not grow straight up.
In the background you can see the southern part of Laguneta Lancaja.

iPhone 12 Pro Max, September 9, 2021, 2:03 pm.

On the GPS map you can estimate where we were each hour.



You get a different answer from each 
person when you ask what these plants 
are. I assumed they were tañil. Local 
people in Petén call this Caña de Cristo. 
It would help to learn whether this is 
non-native (spread through Mesoamerica 
in recent centuries) or whether it is native. 
Most botanists consider this non-native. 
This is important to learn more because 
one of these species is edible.

4-METER HIGH “TAÑIL” 

OR CAÑA DE CRISTO

This mass of canes (it’s not sugar 
cane) is a few meters from the lake 
edge. But the water has risen during 
the rainy season so parts of this 
have water at the base of the plants.

September 9, 2021, 2:38 pm, photo by 
Nicholas Hellmuth, iPhone 12 Pro Max.
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GETTING TO LAGUNETA LANCAJÁ

100 meters, then hike down the even steeper other side. Now you are at the south end of Laguneta La 

Guitarra. Hike around the south side of this small lagoon. Climb a steep hill; hike across, climb down. You see 

the Laguneta Lancajá from above, looking down. Ask permission of the park authorities before hiking to these 

areas. They prefer to know one week in advance.

The blue line is the long hike back and forth of September 9th, 2021. Because of rain and because we had not 
found the correct trail to go further north (since most of the trails of dry year 2019 were now underwater in 2021), 
we turned around and hiked back to the base camp. Note that the color of Lake Yaxha is same color as Laguneta 
of 3 Conjoined Cenotes to the north. The water in the ring around Savanna of 3 Fern Species is similar dark color 
though the water is only about a meter deep.

Our trail was mapped by Byron Pacay, FLAAR Mesoamerica, using a Garmin GPSMAP 62sc model that is a decade 
out of date. We have ordered the best of the year 2020 models (the most recent and best that Garmin makes, the 
GPSMAP 66sr). We hope to get it in time for the November field trips.
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WHO ELSE HAS ACCOMPLISHED RESEARCH 
AROUND THIS LAGUNETA?

Experienced individuals such as archaeological architect Raúl Noriega have seen the conjoined 

cenote pattern on satellite views and maps. But because this is so far away, 99% of the people 

we spoke with had never been to the Laguneta of 3 Conjoined Cenotes. 50% of the people we 

spoke with had never been to Laguneta Lancaja. And lots have also never been to Laguneta La 

Guitarra. These are all reasons to accomplish photography and get these lagoons on the map 

so they can become known to ecologists, botanists, geologists, and archaeologists (who want 

to see what the Classic Maya of Yaxha and satellite sites had available).

Exploration is the crucial first step to help 
conservation and preservation.

THE WATER OF LAGUNETA LACANHA IS LESS 
MUD-COLORED THAN LAGUNA LA GUITARRA 

The water is less mud-colored than the Laguna La Guitarra a 
hundred meters to the east.

Photo by Haniel Lopez with FLAAR DJI Mavic 2 Pro drone  
with its Hasselblad L1D-20c camera.
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Here you can see the difference in tones in the water

Photo by Haniel Lopez with FLAAR DJI Mavic 2 Pro drone with its Hasselblad L1D-20c camera.



Laguneta Lancahá has lots of reeds, sedges and probably also grasses around its edge, 

especially west and south edges. Several of these are potentially wild edible plants.

Each year the water level is either high (flooding lots of the low shore areas) or the water 

level recedes in the dry season (and lots more shore turns into a mish-mash of fast growing 

vines, grasses, and reeds).

Google Earth Engine (Google Earth Timelapse) shows:

The park administrators are working on reforestation programs. We of FLAAR (USA) and 

FLAAR Mesoamerica (Guatemala) are cooperating with CONAP for their reforestation 

program on the south side of Laguna Champoxte.

What is important is that these lagoons are now better protected. 

We have visited Laguneta Lancajá on March 26 and June 4, 2019 and September 9 and 10, 

2021. These are always while we are hiking to try to reach the Savanna of 3 Fern Species, 

so we have not yet had the opportunity to dedicate an entire day to Laguneta Lancajá. But 

now we have provided enough photos and mention of this so that this lagoon will now be 

known to ecologists, botanists, geologists, geographers, and Mayanists.

• Up to 1989, no serious invasive destruction of the forests south of Laguna                

    Champoxte or elsewhere.

• 1994, invasive clearcutting west end of Lancajá

• 1995, considerable invasions, including south edge of Lancaja and west  

    of Lancajá 

• 1996, lots more clearcutting, including possibly in the area that later became   

    “Rectangular Savanna” east and adjacent to the Savanna of 3 Fern Species,

• 1997-1998 lots more invasive agriculture at weast end of Lancajá and north of  

    both Lancaja and Champoxte.

• 1999 onward, invasive farming all around all the lagoons.
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CONCLUDING DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 
ON LAGUNETA LANCAHÁ



Laguneta Lancajá. September 9, 2021, 2:14 pm

Photo by Haniel Lopez with FLAAR DJI Mavic 2 Pro drone with its Hasselblad L1D-20c camera.



September 9, 2021, 12:37 pm

Laguneta la Guitarra



September 9, 2021, 12:34 pm

Laguneta Lancajá
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CONAP, MICUDE, DGPCyN, TNC, edited by Rudy Herrera and Vilma Fialko
  2006 Plan Maestro 2006-2010 Parque Nacional Yaxha-Nakum-Naranjo, Reserva de la 

 Biosfera Maya, Peten, Guatemala. Consejo Nacional de Áreas Protegidas, 

 Ministerio Cultura Y Deportes, Dirección General De Patrimonio Cultural Y Natural,  

 The Nature Conservancy. 168 pages.

CONAP, DGPCN, MICUDE, CATIE, GITEC
  2015

DIX, Margareth and Juan F. FERNÁNDEZ (editors)

  2001 Inventario Nacional de los Humedales de Guatemala. San José, CR.: UICN-

 Mesoamérica: CONAP: USAC, 176 pages.

 Many capable geographers, ecologists, botanists, and other scientists worked 

 on preparing this monograph. But it would be helpful to have it updated and   

 improved.

In effect there are no reports on this lagoon; it is barely even mentioned in research reports 

on Petén. The only place I have found these lagoons mentioned is in two nice Plan Maestro 

reports by CONAP et al.

REFERENCES CITED AND SUGGESTED 
READING ON ON LANCAHÁ

Plan Maestro Del Parque Nacional Yaxha, Nakum, Naranjo. Consejo Nacional de 

Áreas Protegidas (CONAP), Dirección General de Patrimonio Cultural y Natural 

(DGPCN)/Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes (MICUDE), Centro Agronómico Tropical 

de Investigación y Enseñanza (CATIE) GITEC Consult GmbH. 343 pages.

Mapa 5, page 36, shows a humedal precisely where the Savanna of 3 Fern Species 

and the adjacent eastward Rectangular Savanna are located. Notable that this map 

recognizes the eastern rectangular area as a wetland. CONAP et al. cite CEMEC/

CONAP 2014. That is most likely the team that did the map as there is no publication 

for CEMAC in the bibliography.
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WEB PAGES SPECIFICALLY ON ON 
LAGUNETA LANCAHÁ

Our website is one of the few on this area of PNYNN:

www.maya-archaeology.org/wetlands-habitats-biodiverse-ecosy
tems-rbm/laguneta-ramonal-champoxte-lankaja-lancaja-perdi-
do-sacnab-yaxha.php 

VIDEO SPECIFICALLY ON ON 
LAGUNETA LANCAHÁ

Surely someone previously must have taken video of this lagoon, but 
there is nothing on the Internet that we have yet found (keeping in 
mind that not too many people know the name of this lagoon since 
no name is on most maps).

We took several short videos from the drone that will be in our 
video report.

If you need to cite this report you can use this information:

HELLMUTH, Nicholas (2021)
Laguneta Lancaja, Laguneta Lancaha, Parque Nacional Yaxha, Nakum and Naranjo 
Reserva de la Biosfera Maya (RBM) Petén, Guatemala. FLAAR (USA) and FLAAR
Mesoamerica (Guatemala).
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I thank Gabriella Moretti, owner of Ecolodge El Sombrero, for providing 
hotel room and meals while we have been doing field work at Parque Nacional 
Yaxha Nakum Naranjo. We also appreciate the hospitality of her sons 
Sebastian de la Hoz and Juan Carlo de la Hoz. Every workday is exhausting 
because we are carrying and then using very heavy cameras, super-telephoto 
lenses, sturdy tripods, large gimbals or ball tripod heads. Thus it is crucial for 
my health to be able to rest and totally recuperate every night in order to be 
ready for the following day of botanical and zoological adventures in Parque 
Nacional Yaxha, Nakum and Naranjo.

Equally crucial is having a place to charge the batteries of the computers, 
or all the cameras, and of the cell phones. Solar power is great, but it lasts 
only an hour, or less, if you plug in multiple computers and cameras and flash 
batteries to charge. So a place with enough electricity to charge the en-
tire mass of essential field work equipment is essential and thus very much 
appreciated.

In order to post photographs on botanical and zoological websites, you can’t 
do this if there is either no Internet or weak Internet. Thus it is very helpful that 
when we are provided rooms and meals, that Internet is also provided by the 
Ecolodge El Sombrero.

Contact Info: +502 5460 2934, VentasElSombrero@gmail.com or WhatsApp.

www.elsombreroecolodge.com/en-us 

ECOLODGE EL SOMBRERO 

Back Cover Photograph.
Laguneta Lancaja.

Laguneta Lancajá. This photo by the drone shows how well preserved is this part of Parque 
Nacional Yaxha, Nakum and Naranjo: all the trees are mature, full size, nothing chopped 
down. This is pristine mature karst area forest. This is why it helps to use a good drone with 
good camera and an experienced drone pilot.

Photography by: Haniel López, FLAAR Mesoamerica, Sep. 9, 2021, 10:57 a.m. 
Petén, Guatemala. Camera: Con el DJI Mavic Pro 2.



Go to the Mundo Maya airport  in Santa Elena and then you will find a services of tourist vehicles to go to the archaeological site. If you want to go by car 
from Guatemala City, take the following route: Río Dulce - Poptún-Flores. At the junc�on further on you will find on the le� the route to Tikal. Go straight 
on to the right towards Yaxha (towards Melchor de Mencos). In km. 521 at the village La Maquina, turn le� to the site.Ecolodge El Sombrero  is 50 meters 
before the entrance to Na�onal Park Yaxha - Nakum - Naranjo.
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OTHER PUBLICATIONS OF 
THE FLORA OF GUATEMALA

If you wish more FLAAR reports on flora of Guatemala, visit our website: 
www.maya-ethnozoology.org.

Heliconia bourgaeana
Download now

Heliconia aurantiaca
 Download now

Heliconia latispatha 
Download now

Heliconia Paradise
Download now

Lirios acuáticos en el 
Arte Maya

Download now

Manitas tree
Download now

Seed Dispersal
Native, Natural 

Techniques 
Download now

Botanical Garden
Download now

Heliconia Latispatha 
Download now

Flor de Muerto
Download now

Tasistal Arroyo Faisan
Download now

Fiddlehead fern
Download now

http://www.maya-ethnozoology.org./


If you wish more FLAAR reports on fauna of Guatemala, visit our website: 
www.maya-ethnozoology.org.

OTHER PUBLICATIONS OF 
THE FAUNA OF GUATEMALA

Honey Bess
Download now

Birds in the Mayan civilization 
Download now

Friendly Foxes
Download now

Serpientes de Guatemala 
Download now

Tarantulas
Download now

PHOTOGRAPHING BIRDS
Download now

EL PECCARY
Download now

LOS COATIES
Download now

Ants carrying
 red flowers
Download now



OTHER PUBLICATIONS FROM NATIONAL PARK
YAXHA NAKUM AND NARANJO, GUATEMALA

If you wish more FLAAR reports on flora of Guatemala, visit our website: 
https://flaar-mesoamerica.org/projects-national-park-yaxha-nakum-naranjo/

GARCITA
BLANCA

Download now

EL MONO
ARAÑA

Download now

CORMORÁN
NEOTROPICAL

Download now

GARZA
BLANCA

Download now

¿Orquideas Acuáticas?
Download now

Cactus de Los Arboles 
Download now

https://flaar-mesoamerica.org/projects-national-park-yaxha-nakum-naranjo/



