To:  My daughters
From:  Mom 
Date:  June 25, 2002

Subject:  Surprise Vacation

Introduction:

Since you two have both worked really hard this year in school, Daddy and I are congratulating you (and us) with a seven-night cruise to the Southern Caribbean.  The criteria that I felt to be most important are listed below.  The mandatory features are indicated with an asterisk (*).  I have researched:

1. cost* 
2. availability for the week in-between Christmas and New Year’s*

3. ports that will be visited 
4. size of ship

5. year of ship 

6. swimming pool access*

7. a teen program*
Comparison:

In the cost category, Norwegian Sky (approximately $1,159 per person) was the forerunner with Carnival’s Destiny (approximately $1,179 per person) a close second.  There was a sizable increase in price with the Disney ship called Disney Wonder (approximately $1,699 per person), and the most expensive cruise ship was Royal Caribbean’s Adventure of the Seas (approximately $1,709 per person).  This category is extremely critical as we are on a budget, and the price, of course, would be multiplied by four.

As far as the availability of the week in-between Christmas and New Year’s, this element was essentially the same for all four ships.  Although this tends to be a popular travel week, booking a cruise this far in advance has the benefit of availability for this very popular time.
These four cruise ships, quite honestly, all had appealing ports of call; however, the Norwegian Sky boasts of stops at San Juan, St. Croix, St. Kitts, Dominica, St. Lucia, and Barbados for a total of six ports.  Royal Caribbean and Carnival both have five stops.  Although Royal Caribbean has exciting destinations, Carnival’s itinerary caught my eye with locations of San Juan, St. Thomas, Martinique, Barbados, and Aruba.  These islands sound absolutely heavenly.  I was most disappointed in the Disney Wonder.  In my research, it was found that St. Maarten, St. Thomas, and Castaway Cay (Disney’s personally-owned island) were the only three ports of call.  Comparing this ship to the other three in this destination category, Disney was a noticeable disappointment.

The size of the ship plays a factor, although this particular criterion is not mandatory.  A smaller ship, in my opinion, would afford us greater service and would add a personal touch.  The Norwegian Sky was the smallest ship in the four that I investigated at 853 feet with Carnival’s Destiny coming in the contest second at 893 feet.  There was a hop with Disney’s Wonder bragging of a length of 964 feet, and the largest ship was Royal Caribbean’s Adventure of the Seas with a posted length of 1020 feet.  This ship, therefore, accommodates approximately 1,000 more passengers.
The year of the ship is important because of safety and cosmetic reasons.  The newest ship (although technically this is a rebuilt ship) is the Adventure of the Seas, with a year of 2001.  Disney’s Wonder and The Norwegian Sky both were put into service in 1999.  Carnival’s Destiny was the oldest ship having taken its maiden voyage in 1996.

The presence of swimming pools is critical because I know how important this would be to both of you.  Destiny was the winner in this category due to the presence of not only four pools, but seven hot tubs and a giant waterslide.  Again, Adventure of the Seas and Disney’s Wonder tied for second place with three pools each.  Disney did also have a waterslide; however, from the pictures it alluded to being popular with the younger passengers.  Both also had jacuzzis.  The Norwegian Sky only had two pools and four hot tubs.  However, it is important to remember that it is also a smaller ship.

Lastly, availability of a teen program is extremely crucial because I know how much you will be looking forward to having some time away from me to socialize with other teens and potentially meet some new friends.  All four cruise lines mentioned the availability of a teen program.  Carnival, however, seemed to have the most information available and tended to lean more towards a young adult crowd.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, I would choose Carnival Cruise Lines’ ship Destiny as meeting most of my criteria.  Although the Norwegian Sky was in the final selection, I feel Carnival has a phenomenal teen program and magnificent ports of call, which firmed my decision.  The cost was comparable, so paying a little more for the additional amenities is acceptable.  Since Disney catered to a younger population and Royal Caribbean tended to be pricier and enticed an older crowd, they were eliminated early in my selection process.  So, girls, get excited because we are going on a holiday cruise!!
