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1. Introduction
Puerto Penasco is a popular vacation destination with miles of beautiful 
sandy beaches where the Sonoran Desert meets the crystal clear water 
of the Sea of Cortez.  It is also called Rocky Point and sees about 2.5 
million visitors annually.  Located only about 60 miles (100km) south of 
the Mexico-Arizona border, it has become an important vacation 
destination for people from Arizona who sometimes call it "Arizona's 
Beach".

Puerto Penasco is dominated by large and small condominium buildings 
that line its beautiful sandy beaches.  Only few hotels are offer 
accommodation and your best chance to stay here is by booking a 
condo through Airbnb, VRBO or the hotel booking websites.
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2.1 Disclaimer
In this guide I am doing my best to give you the most accurate 
information.  Over time, however, prices, times, and even attractions 
are subject to change.  Therefore, I and backpackandsnorkel.com 
cannot be held responsible for the experiences of users while traveling.  
I strongly suggest that you write or call the attractions you plan to visit 
for confirmation when you make your travel plans. 
Also, please stay alert, be aware of your surroundings and keep an eye 
on your belongings.   Pickpockets and other criminals can easily ruin 
even the best planned vacation.

2.2 Copyright
This website and its content is copyright of "Backpack and Snorkel". All 
rights reserved. Any redistribution or reproduction of part or all of the 
contents in any form is prohibited. The content on this site (including 
photos) may not be sold, reprinted, or used for commercial purposes 
without the written consent of "Rudy at Backpack and Snorkel". You 
may not, except with our express written permission, distribute or 
commercially exploit the content. Nor may you transmit it or store it in 
any other website or other form of electronic retrieval system.
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3. Why should you visit Puerto Penasco?
Puerto Penasco has sandy beaches and crystal clear water and a dry 
climate year round.
English is widely spoken and the US dollar is widely accepted, but you 
get upcharged on the exchange rate. Many vendors accept credit cards 
and it is possible to spend time here without ever touching any Mexican 
pesos.
Unlike many other top tourist destinations, Puerto Penasco is best 
reached by car, as the local airport is accessible by small private planes 
and not serviced by commercial carriers.  Due to its proximity to the US, 
Puerto Penasco can be easily reached by car.  It only takes about 4h to 
drive from Phoenix to Puerto Penasco.
So, if a beach vacation is what you crave and you prefer English and 
credit cards and Mexican flair, Puerto Penasco may be exactly what you 
need.
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Once you cross the border into Mexico, you will enter the town of 
Sonoyta.  Some people call the town of Sonoyta the largest speed trap 
on the planet and accuse the police of being corrupt.
It is true that if you go over the speed limit (even by 1 km/h = 0.5 mph) 
or if you do not wear a mask in your car (if there is more than 1 person 
in the car) then you will be ticketed.

Here are some tips for a hassle-free drive through Sonoyta
If you obey the speed limit and the current mask mandate then chances 
are close to 100% that you will not be stopped.  
We drove through Sonoyta twice before 7:30am and we only saw one 
police car.  If you come after 8am, then chances are that there will be a 
lot more police cars checking your speed.
Gasoline is more expensive in Mexico than in the US.  So, gas up in Ajo, 
AZ or Why, AZ before you cross into Mexico.

The speed limit in Sonoyta is:
Most of the way through Sonoyta: 40km/h = 25mph.
You drive 41km/h or more and you risk getting a speeding ticket.
The speed limit going over speed bumps is 12km/h = 7mph.
About 2/3 of the way through town comes a 20km/h = 12mph speed 
zone. Be careful, the 2 is scratched off and barely visible.
There are several Stop or Alto signs. You must come to a full stop for 3 
seconds, look left and right and then you can continue.
The drive through Sonoyta took us 14min.
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7.1 West of Downtown: Sandy Beach (map) and Playa Bonita
The best beach for sunbathing and swimming close to town is Sandy 
Beach (Playa Arenosa).  Sandy Beach is a 3.5 mile (5.5 km) strip of sand 
west of downtown Puerto Penasco.  The western part is sometimes 
called Playa Hermosa (map) and the eastern part near the Playa Bonita 
Resort is called Playa Bonita (map).  Playa Bonita is one of the most 
popular beaches in town and there are free parking lots and many 
restaurants and bars near Playa Bonita.
If you go further west, then you come to the area that is dominated by 
condo buildings. Over here, beach access is limited because the condo 
buildings have gated access and there is no or very limited public 
parking.
Playa Bonita is a fairly clean beach, but near the resorts it is even 
cleaner and almost everybody you see here stays or lives at one of the 
resorts.
Ocean current here is typically not very strong and the beach slopes 
gently making it suitable for children to swim here.
Some areas have rocky areas in the sea floor, but they can typically be 
avoided by walking or swimming short distances to the right or left.

Sandy Beach
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7.5 Farther East: Playa Encanto (map)
Another beautiful beach is Playa Encanto which has the Estero Morua
at its western end. Unfortunately, access to this beach is very limited 
and you will either live or rent a condo here as there is gated access, or 
you have to find a parking spot right before the access gate and then 
walk to the beach.

Generally, this beach is very similar to Sandy Beach, but there do not 
appear to be any rocky areas. If you stay in a different part of town and 
drive here, keep in mind that there are no services or public restrooms 
on Playa Encanto.
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9. Other things to see in Puerto Penasco

9.1 El Malecon (map)
The Malecon is the touristy heart of Puerto Penasco. There are lots of 
stores, restaurants and bars, but parking can be hard to find especially 
during events like the concerts etc. 
There is no usable beach here, but you have wonderful views on Sandy 
Beach.
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11. Best time to visit San Carlos
San Carlos can be visited year-round. Its very low annual rainfall almost 
guarantees good weather.

In general, June through September are the hottest months with daily 
high temperatures above 93F (34°C).  Daytime activities notably slow 
down during that time and some stores and activities are closed.
On the other hand, December through February see nighttime lows 
below 60F (15°C).
Sea temperatures are above 77F (25°C) and thus suitable for swimming 
from June through October and can drop to a chilly 62F (17°C) in 
January and February.
Taking all this into account, the best months to visit San Carlos for a 
beach vacation are May, June, late September and October.

The climate you can expect in San Carlos during your visit is shown 
here:
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12.2 Coastal Route
We drove this way back from San Carlos to Puerto Penasco.
The good thing about this route is that much of it has no official speed 
limits, but due to the road conditions, it took us about 7 1/2 
hours. There are no tolls, and there were 2 police checkpoints.
The coastal route has 70% of the roads in good to excellent conditions 
and some of the remaining 30% are in such terrible shape that driving 
here is not about avoiding potholes but finding and driving through the 
shallowest potholes.  You just cannot avoid them. Some potholes were 
as wide as an entire lane and we were forced to actually drive on the 
other side of the road for an extended period of time - I guess for at 
least 6 miles (10km).

There are only few gas stations on that route so make sure to start with 
a full tank of gas and gas up in
Bahia Kino and/or Puerto Libertad.  
Bahia Kino is a beautiful small beach town with 1 gas station in town 
and it is a 20km detour to get there and then 20km back to the coastal 
route.  Puerto Libertad is on the coastal route and it also has exactly 1 
gas station in town.  To get to the gas station, trust google maps.  The 
location is correct even if it seems wrong when you are driving there.
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North of San Carlos on highway 15, google may ask you to turn left on 
Route 61, but the road signs say highway 100. Turn left on this road, it 
is mislabeled on google maps.  This route is in good shape at the 
beginning but soon the first potholes will appear.
Be advised that google maps will make you do several turns and road 
changes and your first experience of a bad road will be the first half of 
Route 20 where you can practice avoiding potholes. You will need this 
training later.
Once you get on Route 3 shortly after Bahia Kino, until you get to 
Puerto Libertad, you will have plenty of time to regret your decision to 
take the coastal route as you will likely drive on the worst paved road 
you have experienced in your lifetime.
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14. Best beaches in San Carlos

14.1 San Francisco Beach (map)
San Francisco beach is one of the longest beaches in San Carlos and it 
reaches all the way from the Estero El Soldado to Hotel Playa San 
Carlos. Near Estero El Soldado are 2 condo complexes and one of them 
are Condominios Pilar.  The part of San Francisco beach in front of the 
condominiums is therefore often called Playa Pilar.  You will see some 
people on the beach near the condo buildings, but the area west is 
undeveloped and you will likely have this beach all for yourself.  At the 
western end before the Beachfront Condos is a more developed part of 
Playa San Francisco (map) with a parking lot and a small restaurant.  You 
will mostly see locals here.

San Francisco beach has soft sand and you will find many beautiful 
seashells. You will see pelicans and seagulls fishing here.
Swimming is good and you don't need water shoes. Snorkeling is 
possible, but visibility is limited and the lack of hiding spots on the sea 
floor only allows few uncolored fish, stingrays (that are hiding in the 
sandy sea floor) and the occasional crab to live here.
At the eastern end of San Francisco Beach, at Estero El Soldado, you will 
see lots of pelicans, sea gulls, herons and other birds on the opposite 
side of the inlet.
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The undeveloped parts of San Francisco Beach can be accessed via dirt 
roads off Route 124.  Follow the signs to Bahia Delfines.  Or, you can 
drive all the way to Condominios Pilar, park outside the condo complex 
and then take a short 300ft (100m) walk to the beach.  The path is 
marked and leads around the eastern side of the Condominios Pilar 
complex.
Currently, the road that goes to the Estero El Soldado parking lot is 
under construction.  If you get there and it is repaired, then go all the 
way to the parking lot and that the marked 150ft (50m) path to the 
beach.
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Kayak access
When you stay at Condominios Pilar then you can rent kayaks there.  
Otherwise, rent them from an outlet in San Carlos.  I found kayaking to 
be the best way to enjoy the beautiful scenery, flora and fauna.  The 
water in the estuary is not very deep and in some areas it is barely a 
foot (30cm) deep.  With the kayak, binoculars and a camera with a good 
zoom lens you can enjoy the many birds that are living here among the 
mangroves or that are just resting here during their migration.  Some of 
the most frequent birds you may see here are: Brown and White 
Pelicans, different heron and egret species, White Ibis, Royal Terns, 
Osprey and the ever present sea gulls.
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16.2 Guaymas Centro
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17 Closing Remarks

ABOUT RUDY FROM BACKPACK & SNORKEL

I was born in Germany and emigrated to the US in 2003. My wife and I 
are a truly multinational couple: I, with my German background, and 
she with her Chinese heritage. Both of us live in the USA.

Sadly, working in the US means we have much fewer vacation days 
compared to other countries like e.g. Germany and thus we cannot 
travel very frequently.

Through a lot of trial and error, we have found our ideal travel and 
vacation style. Making Memorable Moments by focusing on important 
destinations, planning time for meeting the locals and, of course, 
for relaxation are our priorities.

We have also learned to appreciate local foods and try to eat as many 
local dishes as possible.  Just for fun, we try to eat at one Chinese 
restaurant in each country we visit.  It is absolutely amazing how 
different Chinese food is all over the planet.
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MAKING MEMORABLE MOMENTS

You may take 10,000 photos during your vacation, rush from one 
attraction to the next, but what your will remember in your heart is 
how you were Making Memorable Moments.

For me, that was e.g. Spider Rock in Canyon de Chelly (ever heard of 
this US National Park?). When I first saw it, I was blown away by this 
majestic natural obelisk and the beautiful canyon that it sits in. I have 
been there two more times and still feel the same.

Or think of Isla Mujeres, a small island outside Cancun, Mexico. On the 
surface, Playa Norte is supposedly Mexico's most beautiful beach and it 
is always crowded and the boats that anchor there play loud music.
Below the surface, Isla Mujeres is very relaxed, quite walkable and it 
has friendly locals, good authentic Mexican food and good international 
cuisine and is often very affordable.

Isla Mujeres is our personal paradise!
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PACK YOUR BACKPACK & SNORKEL AND LET’S GO

Our travel style has evolved over the years.  We are packing light these 
days when we travel and typically only need a small backpack per 
person - see my Traveling Light Guide.

With this guide, I want to provide value to you and help you plan your 
own relaxing vacations with the goal of Making Memorable  Moments!

Please contact me if you have any questions or comments.
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