
Wave Season Building Strength 
The sales picture for 2011 is starting off stronger than ex-
pected, with most retailers reporting that Wave is building 
in strength. As for cruise sales versus land sales, a 
greater than usual percentage of agents are reporting 
bigger increases for resorts and tours year over year than 
in the past. 

Like many, Tony Adler of Cruise and Resort, 
Sherman Oaks, Cal., has seen more variety this year. 
"While the old Wave booking trends were all about 
cruises, since the beginning of this year, we have ob-
served a large spike in our tour business to Tahiti, 
Europe, and Africa," he reports.  

This anecdotal evidence is in contrast to CLIA's most 
recent agent survey which concluded: "Agents also pre-
dict that cruises will outperform other types of travel in 
2011 and in the coming years." 

But whichever sector is growing more, the big picture 
is Wave Season cruise bookings are exceeding expecta-
tions. Simply put, bad weather is trumping a bad econ-
omy. 

Linda Biancarosa, of Linda's Cruise & Travel in Flor-
ida, notes: "Even though I reside in Palm Beach, Fla., the 
bulk of my clients come from the Northeast, where I was 
originally from, and the inclement weather has caused 
them to desire the warmer temperatures and sunshine. I 
see a definite increase in bookings this year in compari-
son to last year. They are booking several months out 
and are taking the upper cabin categories and willing to 
pay the price. If the trend continues, I feel 2011 will be a 
great year." 

We've heard similar comments from Mark Comfort, of 
Cruise Holidays of Kansas City. Hundreds packed his of-
fice on Saturday afternoon, January 8, for a Vacation Ex-
travaganza. And they were buying. "I think 2011 will be a 
great year," says Comfort. 

The luxury business appears particularly strong, es-
pecially for those lines who've expanded capacity. "I'm 
having the best January I've had in my 10 years special-
izing in cruise sales," says Dennis Nienkerk, Strong 
Travel Services, Dallas. "I specialize in luxury brands, 
especially Seabourn and Silversea, and I'm selling at a 
level 50% above last Wave Season." 

While that figure is unusually high, many retailers are 
reporting double digit increases.  

But agents on the West Coast are not as positive as 
agents in the chilly Northeast and Midwest. The issue 
may be more complex than weather. "On the West 
Coast, we are feeling the repercussions of reduced ca-
pacity out of Los Angeles and San Diego, resulting in 
fewer seven-day and shorter cruises to Mexico on the 
books," explains Tony Adler. "However, these were lower 
revenue bookings anyway, and we have had success 

selling these clients higher-profit alternative vacations." 
Indeed, Adler says, "Last week was an especially 

good cruise [selling] week, including Alaska cruises on 
Disney, a new Europe group on HAL, and a Galapagos 
cruise on Celebrity. Hopefully, this is a good omen for the 
rest of the year!" 

Has Direct Reached Tipping Point? 
Vacation.com President Steve Tracas and VP Marketing 

Steve McGillivray speak out on the big cruise selling 

trend impacting retailers--direct sales. 

Competing With Your Distribution System 
When assessing the changing state of direct biz, one 

agent recently told us it doesn't matter that direct booking 
percentages are growing in aggregate. It's how a cruise 
company works with an agency individually that counts. 
We asked Tracas whether he agrees with that viewpoint. 

"No," he bluntly replied. "I think there is a tipping 
point at some point. You want your partnership with your 
distribution channel to be a vibrant, healthy partnership. 
And if you end up competing amongst each other for that 
same client, then that goes beyond the tipping point of 
what's good for your distribution channel." 

Tracas says there will always be a segment that goes 
direct. "But when you aggressively go after the consumer 
to take them from the distribution channel that you've 
theoretically partnered with, then you have an inherent 
conflict," he contends.  

Assault On The Primary Distribution System 
Tracas observes some lines are more aggressive 

than others: "I hope there's a level of discomfort when 
they do go direct, because, in essence, they are taking 
money out of the pockets of the travel agent whom 
they're also supposedly supporting. Again, there's just an 
inherent conflict there." 

The focus, he says, should be on growing the distri-
bution channel. "You want it to be healthy," says Tracas. 
"There's enough business out there for everybody with-
out competing with the prime distribution channel." 

But the march towards direct appears relentless. "I 
often think that the uproar on direct from the retail side 
certainly hasn't gotten to a point that the lines have 
stopped doing it," Tracas says. "They're not pulling back 
on that assault of growing direct business." 

As a specific example, Tracas notes, "Somebody 
quoting growing direct business [as a positive to Wall 
Street] puts pressure on the other ones as to what their 
direct business is. I think that's an assault on the distribu-
tion channel." 

VCom's McGillivray observes: "The lines have differ-
ent tiers of compensation for the retailers. They pay the 
highest compensation tiers to those who book a lot, as 
they should. But the smaller retailers are the most vulner-
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able, because their businesses aren't as robust. So by 
driving up direct business, you end up shredding your 
most efficient cost of sale, which are the 10, 11, or 12% 
agencies."  

Agent Vs. Direct: Brands A-Z Vs. Brand X 
VCom encompasses all models, ranging from luxury 

specialists to national Internet retailers, exemplifying 
how there are so many different ways for the distribution 
system to bring business to the cruise industry. 

"When a consumer comes to a retailer, they get the 
breadth and depth of the product," McGillivray says. 
"They get a vacation that is matched up with their vaca-
tion needs and dreams. When you go to a supplier, you 
go to one solution, and one solution does not fit all." 

"Now the supplier will say, 'Great, they're coming to 
me,'" he continues. "But the end result of them coming 
to you may not be the best vacation experience that 
leads that consumer to come back again and again." 

And, adds McGillivray, even when a consumer goes 
to a national retail model on the Internet, at the very 
least, they're seeing choice: "You're not just seeing 
brand X, which is what you see if you go to the supplier 
site direct." 

Tracas references a hypothetical Alaska sale as an 
example. "You need someone to spend time talking 
about the features and benefits of that ship and all the 
shore excursions," he maintains. "The direct answer 
does not have that. You can call these cruise lines and 
ask them about their numerous shore excursions in 
Alaska. The person answering that telephone does not 
know the shore excursion in Alaska, has never taken the 
shore excursion in Alaska. In fact, he or she will refer-
ence you to their website." 

At the end of the day, he says, direct makes the 
product more of a commodity. "I don't care how beautiful 
these ships are, if only 20% of society has ever sailed, a 
ship is a ship to most people, and they're calling up for 
price," he says. "But if they're calling a travel agent, that 
travel agent is pretty well schooled to dig into what do 
they want as a consumer. When that call comes into a 
supplier, they don't get that time and effort on a sell. You 
get a transaction on one product." 

Hidden Cost Benefits For Using Agents 
While the cost of using agents is indicated in the 

quarterly earnings reports of the publicly traded lines, 
what's not seen in the reports, Tracas and McGillivray 
contend, is that today's agents create higher yields for 
suppliers.  

"There's a reason why the top of the ship is sold by 
retailers," says McGillivray. "There's a reason why the 

premium lines up through luxury are dominated by 
agency sales. It's because retailers sell up better than 
anybody." 

He says it's the lead-in pricing that stimulates de-
mand. "They may call the travel agent looking for the 
Internet special, but oftentimes, they end up in a suite 
because of the agent's ability to sell up," he says. 

 Royal Partnership 
This week, VCom was named Royal Caribbean's 

Consortia Partner Of The Year for 2010, and it's clear 
both sides value the relationship. "I think because of the 
new ships, Royal has been very vocal in saying we need 
the travel agency community to sell and differentiate our 
product," says Tracas. "And I think, to its core, that's 
what a travel agency does." 

He says there are significant differences in how sup-
pliers partner with the agency channel. "We deal with 
the majority of them," says Tracas. "You can clearly see 
differences in strategies." 

Since he views Royal among those doing it right, is 
he worried that partnership could weaken when Royal's 
capacity growth slows down? "Look at the people in the 
Royal family," replies Tracas, referencing the leadership 
by first name. "The Vickis, the Dondras, the Adams, the 
Dans, the Richards, the Larrys, the Edies. They're very 
easy to talk to. They're very forthcoming. They're very 
aggressive on the business. I think it's much more than 
the capacity. I think it's they're very good to work with in 
every segment of that organization right now." 

Signs of Growth 
Another positive trend, he says, is easy entry into 

the market for retailers. "Consumers can reach agents 
so easily now on the Internet and through a different in-
terface, it's almost like a resurgence of the industry 
again in a different mode," says Tracas. "Their storefront 
is a web page, in many cases. Consumers really are not 
thinking of them as a travel agent. It may be just a jump 
page or a link to a telephone number." 

If you have the technology, starting up is compara-
tively easy. "The host model has really propagated that, 
too," observes Tracas. "That's a good entry point. And a 
lot of them are second career people that have been 
teachers or have retired from government jobs and are 
very smart people, with very strong worth ethics, who 
want to learn a new industry. And the host model allows 
them to come in and learn the industry and cultivate this 
business out there." 

So does Tracas see the direct trend overall slowing? 
"I think the pressures from Wall Street require them to 
continue to hammer away at the costs of distribution, 
right or wrong," he replies, adding, "I don't think it's the 
right solution for our business." 
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