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Finally! Spring has arrived and,  
within the industry, the ideas are 
budding.

What a great season, inspiring and 
energizing, which calls for creativity 
and dynamism. I don’t know about 
you, but for my part, the desire to 
push my limits increases gradually as 
the snow starts to disappear on our 
sidewalks.

In the springtime spirit of growth and 
renewal, TravelBrands CEO Zeina 
Gedeon talks about the challenges 
she and the company have 
surmounted in recent times.

We also speak to Sunspots’ Christy 
Kurian, another industry veteran  
who has witnessed plenty of 
change, about how his company 
continues to adapt in an evolving 
marketplace.

Last month, we also revealed the 
winners of our 2015 Awards of 
Excellence. They too, had to take 
good initiatives last year to receive the 
nominations of their peers.

The categories – which include 
travel agent of the year, rookie of 
the year, representative of the year 
and reservation agent of the year – 
represent the lifeblood of our business, 
while the most coveted title in our 
Awards of Excellence – the Personality 
of the Year – returns to Gedeon.

In the next edition of PAX, we’ll profile 
the winners, showcasing how they 
make a real difference in the industry.
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setting the stakes

Text: Britney Hope
Photography: Elaine Fancy

W hen asked what’s kept him in the 

industry for more than 20 years, 

Christy Kurian keeps his answer to 

the point: “Opportunities, opportunities, and 

more opportunities.”
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Although the director of Sunspots Holidays confesses that his 

childhood once included dreams of being a doctor, his foray 

into the travel trade has afforded him more than an equal 

measure of professional satisfaction – just with a different kind 

of healing. 

“Travel is a rejuvenating process,” he reflects over coffee at 

ODIN café in Toronto. “I am happy to be instrumental in that.”

It was, in fact, opportunity in 2014 that took Kurian from managing 

tours and packages at PC Holidays to helping transform a long-

established Canadian agency, Campbell Travel Limited, into 

Sunspots Holidays - today a leading independent consolidator. 

“When we started the company, we thought we’d get out of the 

retail market completely, and focus on wholesale,” Kurian says 

of the change, adding that while the practice of consolidation 

wasn’t necessarily a new idea for the time, the development of 

Sunspots was fueled by a twist in the concept: using specially-

designed product to drive sales rather than simply low prices. 

“I found there was enough space for another company in this 

field, and that it could be better than the others,” he explains. 

“Retail has so many avenues [in travel], but niche wholesale 

doesn’t always have [the same] opportunities.”

In addition to putting ideas before discounts, Sunspots included 

a second priority within its business model: travel agents. Rather 

than using the common practice of distributing directly to 

consumers, the company has embraced a wholesale-only 

attitude, with travel experts as their one and only client.

“Everyone [today] is focused on selling to travellers,” Kurian 

says of the premise, which has remained the same since the 

company’s inception. “We believe agents still have a role to 

play in [selling] complex itineraries and rough roads vacations… 

and we can help.”

On its website, the company states its main objective is to 

“Create travel opportunities that benefit airlines and enable 

travel agents to increase revenue during off season… at a very 

imaginable cost.” More than a decade into the enterprise, it’s 

a strategy that appears to be working.

Using partnerships hailing from all corners of the industry, Sunspots 

Holidays works to produce packages that are marketable  
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to specific travel groups, and according to its director, is always 

cooking up new product ideas, often at the behest of agents 

looking for something specific.

“We actually perform analyses,” Kurian explains of the creation 

process, “to review the most important requests that have 

come up. Then we have conversations with agents we work 

closely with, and ask them what they think.”

Often, he continues, tourism boards and airlines play a large 

role in a product’s development as well. 

“First we talk to a tourism board and share our idea,” he says. 

“Then we go to the airline partner, tell them we're creating a 

new product and ask if they're interested. Then, our design 

team will come up with a product that is unique in the market.” 

The result, the director concludes, is the creation of singular 

travel options that allow both Sunspots and its customers to 

succeed together. 

Such success has paved the way for steady growth within the 

company. Historically well-known for their charity, mission and 

pilgrimage tours, Sunspots introduced escorted itineraries just 

shy of its 10-year anniversary in 2013, and has since gone on to 

add "city breaks" within U.S. destinations; exploratory programs 

throughout Latin America, and as of the 2015 fall season, a 

tour especially for yogis: Harmony in Havana.

According to Kurian, each program was well-received, further 

energizing his team of 14 employees to continue creating with 

open minds - and an eye toward agents’ needs. 

“We look at anything new,” he says, adding that Sunspots 

keeps an open-door policy toward industry partners looking 

to generate product with them – indeed, Kurian states, it’s 

the only way to keep things fresh.

“If you don't have any trouble, you're in trouble. Challenges 

empower and transform us. They make us better.”

The philosophy applies to industry-wide challenges as well, 

and Kurian says he’s not discouraged by the common issues 

facing today’s agents;  while storefront agencies may be 

decreasing in number, home-based agents are in fact  

growing in size. 

“In the past, 10 agents would make $20,000 worth of bookings,” 

he explains, stating that the best way to move forward is to 

revise the client strategy, rather than the source. “Now, one 

agent might make a $25,000 booking. So, we'll focus on that 

one agent.”

Kurian takes a similarly confident stance in the face of  

industry competition, believing that Sunspots’ commitment 

to serving agents not only sets them apart, it makes them a 

trusted partner. 

“[With so much] competition, agents are sometimes frightened 

they will lose their clients,” he says, adding that a lot of 

Sunspots’ business comes from recommendations, whereas 

approximately 90 per cent of clients seek the company out 

independently.

“Agents know we do not deal with the public,” he affirms. “That 

[gives them] the confidence to use us.” 

Sunspots finished 2015 off with new offerings to Havana and 

Veradero for the 2016 winter season, and according to Kurian, 

has big plans for products in destinations like Hawaii, as well as 

mission travel to South Africa - with no intention of deviating 

from its original mandate.

“For the past 10 years or so, Sunspots has built its reputation on 

the shoulders of agents,” he says when asked if the wholesaler 

will ever, amidst constant growth and challenges, broaden its 

distribution reach beyond members of the trade. 

“We [would never use] their success or their databases for our 

own interest, and we are not going to have another brand 

that does that.“ 

He adds that instead, “We’ll continue to look for any new 

products or opportunities.”

With that in mind, Kurian is a firm believer that adaptation is the 

key to a long company life and that ultimately, opportunity is 

more likely to reward the flexible over the flighty.

“Change is a part of life and you have to accept it,” he says. 

“But it’s possible for you to adapt yourself to the situation by 

creating an environment where you and your partners, as a 

community, can be successful.” 



You are an 
Agent of Change
You don’t just sell vacations. You present opportunities. 

A chance to do something great. Travel changes people. 

And people change the world.

Let’s change some lives together.

1 877 390 9050
gadventures.com/travelagent



technology

Jamie Wilson, Head of EAN Sales, Canada, is based 

in Toronto. Since 2013, Jamie has been responsible 

for building and maintaining relationships with key 

partners in financial services, loyalty platforms, airline 

and retail space, and tour operators. In addition, 

Jamie is responsible for developing the corporate 

strategy for EAN in the Canadian market.
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t’s not exactly what Julie Andrews was referring to in 

the famous song, but it IS one of our favorite things. 

No, not the brown paper package – although, who 

doesn’t love to receive one of those? 

What we’re referring to is package rates. 

If you aren’t actively using the discounts you can receive 

from utilizing package rates, then you might very well be 

leaving money on the table. At Expedia Affiliate Network, 

we have seen a difference of up to 18 per cent when 

you combine transportation and accommodation. And 

with more than 40,000 properties in popular Canadian 

destinations such as Mexico, China, Florida, the U.K. and 

even within our own borders, that is a lot of money on a 

lot of tables. 

I’ll let you in on a secret. 

Package rates are often the competitive edge. 

We have seen many of our tour operators soar to success simply 

by combining air, car, or train with the hotel resulting in a savings 

for their customers and repeat bookings. And our lodging team 

does a fantastic job of securing deep hotel discounts specifically 

for our hotel package rates. 

Let’s take a real life example.

Recently, one of our partners had a customer that was travelling 

from Toronto to Paris, France in March. When booking the hotel, 

the price was $2,463 CAD for a standard room with queen sized 

bed. Next, came the flight. To fly two people from Toronto to 

Paris, the cost was around $1,775 CAD (I rounded to save you 

the headache of my dollars and cents example). The total for 

flight and hotel combined would equal $4,238 CAD. 

Recognizing that there might be a cost savings to be had, our 

partner checked package rate pricing and found the exact 

same arrangement – preferred hotel and flights – at a much 

lower cost. The total? $3,890 CAD – a difference of $348.
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time. Not responsible for errors or omissions. The Hyatt Zilara™ and Hyatt Ziva™ trademarks and related marks are trademarks of Hyatt International Corporation. ©2016 Hyatt 
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designer amenities in all suite categories

  Fine dining options, gourmet buffet restaurants and healthy choices for young guests
  Professionally staffed KidZ Club offering educational and entertaining activities

Whether you choose a Hyatt Ziva in Cancun, Los Cabos, Montego Bay or Puerto Vallarta, now kids stay free!  
Kids can play pool games or build castles in the sand, while parents enjoy a refreshing beverage poolside.  
Here, there’s something for everyone. It’s all included and all bestowed with our genuine Service from the Heart®.

UP 
TO55% OFF PLUS KIDS STAY FREE

a l l  i n c l u s i v e  r e s o r t s

Call your Preferred Tour Operator
800.720.0051  |  ALLINCLUSIVE.HYATT.COM

CANCUN • LOS CABOS • MONTEGO BAY • PUERTO VALLARTA

PLA06660316 Pax HPS Ziva Kids Free.indd   1 3/9/16   1:28 PM



An article in the Wall Street Journal last year referenced a 

savings of over $1,300 USD on one trip from booking together. 

The same article mentioned that Orbitz, now a part of the 

Expedia Inc. Group, saved consumers over $20 million in 

travel bookings simply by utilizing the power of packages 

and package rates.

Every little bit counts, especially in today’s economic times.

So the next time you go to book a hotel, just think… "Is this 

one of my favorite things?" …and save that money for the 

next journey. 

More good things are coming from Expedia Affiliate Network 

soon. With a new template solution and an upgraded API on 

the horizon, we will have more tidbits and helpful anecdotes 

to help you and your companies add to your bottom line. 

Find out more about how to get access to these great rates 

by contacting Jamie at EANCanada@expedia.com. 
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I squeaked as our SUV slowly rolled over the 

crest of a sky-high sand dune, projecting us 

downwards into a full 75-degree tilt.

My driver was a heavy-set local Qatari man 

who wore a grey t-shirt with the phrase 

“BOOST YOUR TRAINING” stamped on the 

front of it. He giggled at me like a school 

boy as I winced and held on for dear life. 

“Don’t worry my friend. I’ve been doing  

this for nine years!” he shouted as he  

experience
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slammed his foot on the gas pedal, sending our  

4x4 rocketing down the steep sand hill, full speed  

ahead.

My eyes bulged and I swallowed my gum as the truck 

plowed into the earth, bumping us to and fro in our seats 

as if we’d been hit by a gang of bumper cars.

He pressed onwards over the desert floor at 100 kilometres 

an hour. GA-DUNK! The SUV bounced over a sand hole, 

giving up any shock resistance it had left. 

My driver hit the gas again. VRROOOM! Sand dune! Right 

ahead!

We accelerated up another mountainous sandy hill, this 

time scaling the side of it to a point where it felt like we 

were driving on a 90-degree angle. I nervously looked 

downward through the passenger window, visualizing us 

toppling over into the Inland Sea below.

“Now you’re just showing off!” I shouted, making sure my 

seat belt was fastened. The driver roared off the dune 

and into an endless horizon of barren desert, grinding his 

tires into the loose sand and did a series of zig-zags – the 

kind of stunt usually reserved for car commercials – just 

to prove my point. 

This is what local Qatari folk call “dune bashing,” an off-

road adventure where drivers deflate the tires of their 

4x4 Toyota Land Cruisers to about 12 psi and head out 

My driver hit the gas again.

 Sand dune! Right ahead! 
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into the wide open desert of Masaieed and the Sealine 

Resort (camel ride and tea break included).

The jarring ride, hosted by Qatari International Adventures, 

takes guests soaring over artful sand dunes and dry plant 

life towards the sea-drawn borderline of rocky Saudi 

Arabia about 45 kilometres from downtown Doha.

It's both terrifying and amazing all at once. 

You could say dune bashing was one way I shook off 

the jet lag upon arriving in Doha, the capital city of the 

small-but-mighty country of Qatar.

Qatar Airways flew PAX to the glittering Middle Eastern 

city of nearly 1 million people to experience its high-end 

hotels and authentic restaurants that shine brightly along 

the coastline of the Arabian Gulf.

Walking through Doha’s newly-opened Hamad 

International Airport sets the tone immediately. Its 

interior is chic, yet playful, boasting a 23-foot tall, 

35,000 pound sculpture of a yellow teddy bear that  

Qatar’s royal family reportedly purchased for $6.8 million 

USD.

Local Qataris are among the richest people in the  

world thanks to the country’s stake in oil and natural  

gas. Sometimes it takes a giant teddy bear to make  

a good first impression, which is one of Doha’s strongest 

suits.

Driving into the city at night feels like entering another planet. 

Along Doha’s main highway sit more than 1,000 28 metre-high 

LED light poles that transitionally glow from blue to purple to 

green beneath a screen of tiny Arabic writing. If you’re used 

to plain old concrete hydro poles, it’s a psychedelic sight.

Doha’s futuristic skyline of twisty, curvy, and sphere-shaped 

skyscrapers that sit along its laid-back Corniche in Doha’s 

West Bay neighbourhood are outlined by bold neon  

lights, creating a sense of place parallel to the sci-fi movie 

Tron.

And urban developers are still building Doha like a game of 

SimCity. The Pearl, for instance, is an artificial island spanning 

nearly four million square metres that is set to create 32 

kilometres of new coastline. It will reportedly house 45,000 

residents upon completion in 2018. 

The city will need the extra space. Qatar, as a country, has 

more than 2 million people, the majority of which are expats. 

The population is growing. And fast.  

There’s a sense of urgency in town to get things built by 

2022, which is when Qatar is set to host the FIFA World Cup 

(becoming the first Arab country to do so). 

The successful soccer bid has spawned billions of dollars in 

urban development. Bulldozers and cranes are literally 

everywhere as plans to build the country’s first-ever metro 

system are well underway, along with state-of-the-art sports 

facilities, malls and hotels.
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The Doha of today will likely look extremely different in 10 

to 15 years. But that’s not to say the city doesn’t maintain 

its historical assets.

Doha’s Souq Waqif, which translates to “The Standing 

Market,” is a tourist hot spot and nearly a century old.  

It was renovated in 2006 to preserve its architecture, 

now serving as a marketplace for hundreds of vendors 

selling garments, spices, pet birds and must-try restaurants, 

notably Parisa – an elegant Persian eatery with glimmering 

colourful mosaic décor.

Souq Waqif, it seemed, was where local Qataris, expats 

and tourists could unite as one community. Its alleyways 

are rugged and narrow, yet impeccably clean, like an 

old medina that’s channelling Rodeo Drive.

But amidst Doha’s money, expensive cars and rapid 

modernization, the city remains proudly traditional at 

heart.

This was evident at Sharq Village, my host hotel, when 

a male greeter, dressed in a brilliant white Qatari robe, 

poured me a cup of delicious cardamom-spiced coffee, 

a local concoction, from a golden Oriental-inspired pot.

“Qatar is still authentically Middle Eastern,” Hanane 

Msalek, marketing and communications manager at 

Sharq Village and Spa told me over dinner at Al Dana 

and C Lounge, the resort’s on-site restaurant. 

Doha is a marriage of old and new. My suite at Sharq Village, 

a beachfront resort of villas operated by the Ritz-Carlton, 

was a blend of authentic Arabian architecture with stunning 

modern design.

Al Dana restaurant incorporated classic and modern cuisine, 

too, with Chef de Cuisine Evangelos Liakouris’ beef filet 

tataki and chocolate balloon dessert scoring high on the 

"mmm" scale.

It’s here, at Al Dana, where I sipped and savoured an Old 

Fashioned cocktail, knowing well enough it would be difficult 

to find one elsewhere in town.

Qatar, being a Muslim country with Islam as the state religion, 

has strict laws surrounding alcohol sales and consumption. 

Booze cannot be brought into the country and selling 

cocktails and martinis is mostly restricted to major hotels 

under special licensing.

Local traditions and practices are important to Qataris and 

visitors are expected to be considerate of the culture. This 

extends to dress code too; women, in particular, are advised 

to cover their shoulders, upper arms and knees (although 

this general rule is more relaxed in hotels or private clubs).

“If you respect the culture, nobody will disturb you,” said 

Msalek, who moved from Morocco to Qatar to work at Sharq 

resort. As a woman, she says she feels safe living in Doha 

(crime, statistically, is low) and respected.

Courtesy Sharq Village & Spa.
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Women in Qatar are allowed to drive cars, vote, run for 

municipal office and maintain a high rank in social and 

professional environments.

And dress codes, despite the strict advisories, may not 

be so black and white.

While walking through Katara Cultural Village, an 

impressive indoor-outdoor arts centre between West 

Bay and The Pearl, famous for its open amphitheatre 

and exhibition galleries, I saw a group of older Qatari 

women dressed in traditional black robes and hijabs 

(in Louboutin heels, holding Louis Vuitton bags, no less) 

walking alongside a group of younger women wearing 

jeans and a t-shirt.

Perhaps change in Qatar is on the horizon? 

Qatar is an enchanting place, and visiting Doha achieves 

what travel is supposed to do: it forces you to leave your 

preconceptions and biases at the airport and expand  

your understanding of a culture other than your own 

first-hand.

You’ll realize how little you actually knew about a place. 

It may even make a dune basher out of you, too. 

Courtesy Sharq Village & Spa.
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© 2016 Encore Cruises is a wholly-owned division of TravelBrands. B.C. Reg. # 3597. Ont. Reg. # 50012702. Quebec permit holder # 702734. 5450 Explorer Drive, Suite 300, Mississauga, ON L4W 5N1 | A6887
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Hidden away at the top of the ship is The Haven by Norwegian®, Norwegian’s most luxurious, well-appointed and 
spacious accommodations. Enjoy exclusive keycard access to The Haven complex and tranquil courtyard with 
private pool and sundeck. Indulge in a private restaurant and lounge. Experience the personal service of a certified 
24-hour butler. Plus, you’ve got priority access to everything the ship has to offer. Consider it your own ship within 
a ship, all of which makes for a vacation you’ll never forget.

LUXURIOUS  
IN EVERY WAY

Get All Four  
SuiteS & HAven

FREE unlimited beverages   •   FREE specialty dining   •   FREE shore excursions   •   FREE wifi 

Book a Haven or Suite stateroom on any 5-night or longer 
cruise and automatically get all four of the below offers : 



For the best travel industry news : PAXnews.com PAX   25

pax people

I t’s August 1989. Toronto baseball fans are watching 

the Blue Jays march toward their second American 

League East win at the recently-opened Rogers Centre 

(known then as the SkyDome), and just down the street at 

the Royal York Hotel, a U.S.-based tour operator is about 

to make its first foray into the Canadian marketplace after 

a chance meeting in downtown Toronto.  

PAX caught up with Brett Walker, Collette’s general 

manager for Canada, to learn about the tour operator’s 

early days and growth.

It was serendipity – I happened to meet Dan Sullivan Jr., 

the current CEO, in the lobby of the Royal York Hotel…. 

I used to meet up with a couple friends after work some 

nights and one of them happened to be the concierge 

at the Royal York. One night, Dan was talking to another 

friend of mine and I was introduced. I was just in the right 

place at the right time.

We began to talk; at that point, he was up in Toronto and 

Collette was thinking about operating in Canada. We 

talked and followed through a few days later and I was 

hired in August 1989. We got our papers a few months 

after that and our first brochure came out in 1990…. The 

Royal York is where we opened the original office, in the 

lower mezzanine, and we were there for a year as we 

started up. I remember when we got our first fax machine 

– I thought it was state-of-the-art.

I’m a lifer with Collette! I had just graduated from college 

in 1988 and like a lot of people, I decided I wanted to take 

time off and travel. I went on a little walkabout, explored the 

South Pacific and Asia, and then flew back and travelled 

up the West Coast and across Canada. It might have been 

the fact that I did that trip that Dan and I hit it off; during 

my journey, I happened upon a group of older adults on a 

train, and while I didn’t know it at the time, it turns out they 

were actually on a Collette tour! 

We spent a couple of days together and became friendly, 

so when Dan was asking me about what experience I had 

in travel, I didn’t have any other than my own journeys.

He described what Collette did and what the concept 

was; I said that while I hadn’t worked in travel before, I had 

met this group and what they did sounded like what he 

was describing. I told him the name of the group – Seniors 

and Retirement Service – he knew the group and their 

leader, and although I’ll never know, he was probably 

my reference! 

 

I had a BA and I didn’t know what I wanted to do; subsequently, 

I’ve made a commitment to the travel industry and I’ve  

been back to school many times. I was probably heading in  

a different direction but I enjoyed travelling; I travelled  

and worked over that year, here and there, and if  
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I wasn’t employed in travel at that time, I would have migrated 

to it eventually. Even in my personal time, it’s where I spend my 

time and money.

 

It’s been a progressive 25 years for me. It’s been an 

interesting process watching a company grow from its 

inception in Canada to what it is today – and to be an 

integral part of that – while at the same time, to watch 

the travel industry change from what was once a very 

basic transactional-type business to the very dynamic 

industry that it is today. 

Originally, the vision was to create a company in Canada 

that could compete on all levels and which would be a 

contender in every way and that was the not the case 

when we began. 

 

It was tough. Forget building the brand, just getting 

the name out there means you’re spending inordinate 

amounts of time and energy and I worked night and day at 

that point, just to see as many agents as I could. We didn’t 

have the tools we have now – no email, computers – so 

it was really face-to-face and getting to as many people 

as possible. In a way, however, it was easier, since there 

were no outside travel agents or OTAs. There were many 

more travel agencies than there are today and building 

the brand just came with time but it was tough to convince 

people who had never heard of Collette to give us a try.

  

In the late 80s and early 90s, we still featured a lot of our 

regional motorcoach tours in our brochures. We were 

transitioning in the late 70s and early 80s. Collette began in 

1918 and until the early to mid-1980s, Collette was primarily 

a regional motorcoach operator in New England – clam 

bakes and two- to four-day coach tours. When I joined in 

1989, we had a couple of dozen air tours, predominantly 

Europe, one or two in Australia, but we didn’t cover the 

globe anywhere near to what we do today.

 

In the early years, the speed of business was very 

manageable. While components of the industry have 

certainly become commoditized, and it’s affected how 

consumers purchase travel, in order to survive in today’s 

industry it’s about execution and doing it really well. By 

that, the three pillars I focus on are: service, convenience 

and knowledge; those are the things that I think about 

every minute of the day. If you fail on any one of those, 

you won’t be around very long, because the consumer 

can do a lot of things on their own.

 

Travel is much more endemic to our culture now and to 

some extent, the people who are travelling now grew 

up doing it. When I began, people travelled because 

they wanted to see something, whether it was the Eiffel 

Tower or Big Ben, and while that’s certainly one reason 

people travel, it typically comes down to the experience. 

People are more knowledgeable and well-travelled, so 



they’re looking for an experience rather than simply just going to 

a destination.

In large part, for the majority of consumers, it's all about the 

experience. Partly it’s the destination, but it’s also the tour manager 

and the pre- and post-tour experience; what you give them before 

and after; the anticipation; the trip itself and the memories that 

follow. It’s the cultural interaction, which is important; we offer 

a meal or homestay in-destination. They want authentic cultural 

experiences, something unique and different.

Younger, middle-aged travellers have grown up in the information 

age so the technology available and the knowledge they possess 

wasn’t even possible when I began. Communication is the biggest 

factor in how the industry and the world has changed over the 

last 30 years.

Consumers today are much more resilient to events in the world. 

In 1991, the first Gulf War had a huge impact on travel; it was a 

shock, and shocks back then to the industry took a while to recover 

from. This was followed by 9/11 and the second Gulf War, and while 

these are terrible tragedies, we’ve grown up in the age of instant 

communication and because of that, travel is more endemic and 

travellers are more resilient. 

The world today is scarier in some ways, but in others, it’s less so, 

because we’re informed. With things like Zika, we all knew about 

it instantaneously and while it’s grown in our awareness, it hasn’t 

stopped people from travelling; people are informed and may 

make different travel choices.

 

The brochure is still king. If you asked me five years ago,  

I probably would have said I’d be unsure if we would have them 

in 2016, but now I think we’ll still have them in 2020. We get as 

many or more requests for print brochures then we ever did.  

Print is very important; we have a lot of downloads and we’re 

certainly conscious of our environmental commitments by not 

printing more than we need, but we get increasing numbers of 

requests each year. Other companies may not need them, but 

for the type of packages we offer, people still like looking through 

the brochure. 



up front

Bryan Klompas: EVP Revenue Management; Tony Saunders: Senior VP Finance, CFO (sitting on left chair left side); Valérie Favreau: Senior 
Director  Operations; Nathalie Tanious: Vice President FIT & Cruises (sitting on left chair right side); Sam Youssef: Senior Manager Marketing, 
Nino Montagnese: Senior Vice President Sales & Marketing; Zeina Gedeon: CEO; David Boigné: Vice President Specialty Products; Elvi 
Cal: Vice President Product Development (sitting on side of right chair); John Puntillo: CIO and VP Information Technology; Sitting on 
left chair: Diane Lattavo, VP Air & Operations
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bout a year ago, Zeina Gedeon started dropping into 

Canadian travel agencies unannounced. 

The former Air Canada executive would say hello, 

introduce herself to the agents at their desks, and ask if they 

had time for a chat.  Sometimes, the agents recognized who 

she was. Some even asked if they could take her picture. 

But these weren’t just social calls; Gedeon was on the hunt, 

seeking some front-line perspective in preparation for a job 

offer she was considering. 

TravelBrands, a Canadian travel distribution network, 

had recently been granted creditor protection under 

the Companies’ Creditors Arrangement Act (CCAA). The 

company, undergoing some significant changes with regards 

to its executive team, was in search of a CEO. 

Little more than a year after her departure from her former 

position with  Air Canada in May 2014, Gedeon had been 

enjoying a long-awaited vacation peppered with consulting 

gigs outside of the travel industry when the DeMarinis brothers 

came knocking. 

And while she’ll admit she liked the challenge posed by 

a company smack in the middle of a much-publicized 

restructuring process, Gedeon also felt the importance of 

making an informed decision. 

“I believed in the potential of TravelBrands, or I never would 

have [accepted],” she tells me in the company’s Mississauga 

boardroom. “But I wanted to hear from people who deal 

with TravelBrands on the agent side, day in and day out.”

Her research in the field – supported by official surveys 

conducted by TravelBrands once Gedeon took the post – 

ended up setting the course for a game-changing operational 

transformation within the company. Now following its still-

fresh exit from CCAA, TravelBrands is preparing to launch a 

streamlined product model, centralized customer service 

and a dynamic packaging platform to its business strategy. 



Indeed, TravelBrands is back in business, and according to 

Gedeon, the feedback and support of Canadian travel 

agents is what got it there. 

“The company has amazingly loyal travel agent partners,” 

she says, “and I believe it’s some of the agencies who 

supported us through the last year that is what saved the 

company. If we didn’t have their support, we wouldn’t have 

been in good shape.”

Which is not to say that the now-CEO had any doubts. 

“I knew we as a company could turn it around and make 

it better for everybody,” she shares. “We have amazing 

brands and products, so it was an easy decision to join the 

team – the hard part was deciding to go back to working 

20 hours a day again!”

Gedeon's reluctance to return to work is a sentiment that lacks 

conviction, and those familiar with her career will know why. 

For most of her life, the long-time travel executive has lived and 

breathed the travel trade, a connection reaching back to her 

family’s own agency in Lebanon, where Gedeon worked while 

earning her degree.
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Frank DeMarinis, Enzo DeMarinis & Joe DeMarinis: Co-CEOs TravelBrands
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She brought her passion for selling travel with her to Canada in 

1987, but found it difficult to break into the Canadian market 

without prior experience. Undeterred, she forged a deal with an 

agency to work for free for a year, so she could prove herself. 

“I will never take on something I don’t know that I can do,” 

Gedeon explains, adding that she was hired long before 

the year was up; an outcome the well-known industry player 

casually credits to a limited need for sleep – and an unequivocal 

enthusiasm for the job.

“Everyone has different priorities in life,” she says of her agency 

days, which would set the tone for her future years leading large 

corporations with a reputably steadfast fortitude.

“For me, work was fun. It didn’t feel like a chore to work. I was 

the first to arrive, the last to leave, and would come in on 

weekends. I enjoyed it.”

Seeking a vocation with better pay, Gedeon returned to school 

to study computers, which led her to a website development 

role with Air Canada in 2000 and eventually, a position as 

president and CEO with ACV in 2005. 

Gedeon ended up spending 12 years with the airline and tour 

operator, overseeing and contributing to major e-commerce, 

distribution and business developments before taking her leave 

in 2014 – a decision the then- vice-president of sales, Canada 

and product distribution for Air Canada says was brought about 

by boredom.

“There was nowhere to grow,” she explains with a shrug. 

Potential for growth, Gedeon discloses, was the appeal of  

her latest gig. Within two months of her arrival, she began 

implementing major changes to TravelBrands’ operational 

structure, merging the company’s different entities depending 

on which brand had better technology.

“We had to realign the company, and bring it into the 

21st-century” she says of her first actions as CEO. “The industry 

has changed around us, and in this business, you need to evolve, 

or you die. It happens all the time.”

Of course, calling for a complete company overhaul is no small 

undertaking, and Gedeon admits that to get things moving, 

she had to be direct. 

“I didn’t hold back,” she recalls. “Leadership for me is about 

taking care of the employees while making the company 

profitable. In every business, you need to make hard decisions, 

and when that time comes, I’m the first to make them.”

Bryan Klompas: EVP Revenue Management; Diane Lattavo, VP Air & Operations; Zeina Gedeon: CEO; Nathalie Tanious: Vice President FIT & Cruises; 
Nino Montagnese: Senior Vice President Sales & Marketing; David Boigné: Vice President Specialty Products.



Gedeon says she’s not one to mince words, and while 

being “too up front” is not always the popular approach, 

when it comes to business, she’s adamant that it gets 

things done.  

“I don’t look at anything emotionally,” she explains. “If I 

have a problem with something or a process, I approach it 

head-on… It’s about whether it makes business sense. We are 

reassessing, and that’s why we’re launching a new website 

- because what we had doesn’t meet today’s needs.”

Starting with its new collection of product classifications (Air, 

Hotel, Cruise, Car, Land and Specialty) consolidated from 

its portfolio of brands, the new and improved TravelBrands 

promises agents a “one-stop shop” experience designed 

to simplify bookings. 

“The biggest complaint in the feedback we heard was that 

agents didn’t know how to book what,” Gedeon says. “We’re 

changing the travel agent portal to make it much more 

user-friendly, and to make it more of a web-based tool.”

According to the CEO, the website will be easier to navigate 

with fewer clicks, and offer a dynamic packaging platform 

that will allow agents to add whatever components they 

wish to a booking without having to dig for a discount.

“They won’t have to figure out where to click to get 

the best deal,” she continues. “The product categories 

will already feature them, so they won’t have to switch 

between brands.”

What’s more, TravelBrands is centralizing its call centre processes, 

training staff to be able to book across all brands, cross-sell 

product, and support agents within a single call.

The company has already rolled out new logos, an interactive 

Facebook page, and agent incentives, which will take place 

in tandem with a series of brand milestone celebrations and 

a cross-Canada showcase in April 2016 to thank TravelBrands’ 

supporters.

It’s an exciting time for the distributor, to be sure, but Gedeon 

is quick to assert that this aggressive rollout of promotions and 

developments is just the beginning, and she expects there to 

be some growing pains. 

“It will take time to get familiar with the new system,” she reasons. 

“Typically, agents book a cruise with us, then they have to hang 

up and book the air with us. They’re doing the work twice. Soon 

they won’t have to, but it will take some time to get used to it 

because they’ve been doing it that way for a long time.”

There’s no rush, Gedeon adds, as she intends to stick around 

for at least a few more years to oversee the transition – and the 

growth expected to follow.

“The difference between us and our competitors is that we own 

all our assets,” she says of TravelBrands’ potential. “We have all 

the products. Nobody has what we have, and there’s so much 

more we can do.” 

“We haven’t even started.” 

 

  



CELEBRATIONS @
TRAVELBRANDS!
A Big THANK YOU to all our suppliers, partners,  
travel agents and dedicated employees for your  
continued support, loyalty and for the confidence  
that you have placed in us. 

In 2016, four of the company’s brands will be  
celebrating milestone anniversaries, including  
Holiday House (60 years), Sunquest (45 years),  
Intair (30 years) and Encore Cruises (25 years).

A DRIVING FORCE IN THE CANADIAN TRAVEL INDUSTRY

CALGARY – APRIL 6TH

Calgary Convention Centre 
120-9th Ave SE, Calgary, AB.

VANCOUVER – APRIL 7TH

Sheraton Vancouver Wall Centre 
1088 Burrard Street, Vancouver, BC.

TORONTO – APRIL 12TH

The Toronto Congress Centre 
650 Dixon Road, Toronto, ON.

MONTREAL – APRIL 13TH

Hôtel Bonaventure 
900 rue de La Gauchetière ouest, Montréal, QC.

HALIFAX – APRIL 14TH

Cunard Center 
961 Marginal Rd, Halifax, NS.

TRAVEL AGENT  
APPRECIATION EVENTS

We invite you to celebrate with us and take part in this unique 
opportunity involving thousands of travel agents from across 
Canada, showcasing our full product lines and to share our future 
plans in the industry.

We look forward to seeing you 
at this fantastic event!



hotel
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hanks to the Hyatt Ziva Cancún, agents looking to 

provide their resort-bound clients with something 

different for a relaxing getaway don’t have to look 

too far this year.

While the destination of Cancún is a long-time favourite 

for the Canadian market (Canadian visits to Hyatt's all-

inclusive properties were up by 32 per cent this year), this 

latest addition to the Hyatt all-inclusive family just goes to 

show that no matter how established the destination, there’s 

always potential for growth.

In the case of Hyatt Ziva Cancún, a joint venture between 

Hyatt Hotel Corporation and Playa Hotels and Resorts, the 

act of growth isn’t so much about breaking new ground, 

but rather, redefining the experience itself (although an 

$85 million expansion and renovation certainly does the 

trick as well).

Formerly a Dreams property, the 547-room resort is located 

on the tip of Punta Cancún and settled beside the adults-

only Hyatt Zilara. Its  location at the very tip of the Yucatan 

Peninsula means it’s not only surrounded by water on 

three sides, but it also feels quite remote, in spite of being 
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minutes away from a popular shopping district and a 

mere 20-minute drive from CUN.

What’s more, smart landscaping has resulted in knee-deep, 

turquoise-coloured pockets of beach along the property, 

ideal for peaceful snorkelling and child-friendly wading. The 

resort’s location is particularly noteworthy; while strolling along 

the property’s waterfront, keep an eye out for authentic 

Mayan ruins, which have been incorporated into the gardens 

and are presented as ancient monuments.

On the design front, Hyatt Ziva Cancún delights with eclectic 

and stylish interiors. While the lobby and other communal 

areas boast a colourful and contemporary Mexican 

design, the restaurants and bars each embody their own 

unique motifs, from the futuristic candy shop Pasteles to the 

European elegance of its Italian and French bistros - making 

even the simple act of exploring the resort grounds a singular 

experience. 

Be sure to check out the 1950s-inspired diner, Chevy’s. 

Complete with a blue ’57 Chevy booth with working 

headlights, this mom and pop-style malt shop is in a class 

all its own.

With 15 different room categories (all of which include  

an ocean view of some kind) there’s something for 

everyone on the property. The adults-only premium 

tower features balcony soaking tubs, while the Ziva Sky 

swim-up rooms provide access to a semi-private infinity 

pool above the lobby. The lavish Hyatt Club Level acts 

as a resort property all its own, with two bars, a lounge, 

snacks counter and pool overlooking the ocean. Guests 

in Club rooms are entitled to private check-in, beach 

butler services, and lots of extra perks such as calling cards  

and spa discounts.

As far as on-site dining is concerned, Hyatt Ziva Cancún 

has managed to carve out a niche for itself with a wide 

variety of menu items as well as customizable options. For 

breakfast, guests can choose between room service, the 

buffet at Mercado, or an a la carte meal at Tradewinds. 

Lunch is wasted unless it takes place at Habaneros, the 

resort’s authentic Mexican beachside spot, serving up 

tacos, ceviche and killer margaritas. Groups seeking an 

intimate experience can hole up in one of the restaurants’ 

glass-walled private dining rooms, and request set menus 

from the chefs ahead of time.



But don’t bother ordering dessert in these places; Pasteles, 

the brightly-lit sweets shop, is all you need with its chocolate 

fountains, gelato sundaes and mutli-coloured, multi-flavoured 

cotton candy bar. Adjacent to the roomy and expertly-run 

Casa Cafe espresso bar, this pairing allows for a caffeine boost 

after the sugar rush wears out.

Toeing the line between a mega resort and an intimate oasis, 

Hyatt Ziva Cancún has a shopping plaza, 24-hour gym and 

multi-level spa, complete with salon and hydrotherapy waters.

Rather than tucking its entertainment venue inside, the stairs 

leading from the main lobby also convert into an amphitheatre 

overlooking the grounds, for evening shows under the stars.

Perhaps the pride and joy of the Hyatt Ziva Cancún is Très 

CerveZa’s microbrewery, which, under the expertise of 

brewmaster Juan Jose Garcia, produces three craft beers 

(amber, wheat and stout) and serves them alongside an 

endless supply of (very, very delicious) chicken wings, with an 

imaginative menu of sauce options to choose from. Private 

beer tastings and tours of the glass-enclosed brewing room 

are available upon request, as are customized labels and 

bottling services (an ideal and fun party/wedding favour).

The takeaway? The Hyatt Ziva Cancún is a welcoming-

yet sprawling space with lots to see and do. It’s ideal for 

multigenerational getaways with small children. Above all, 

it’s eager to please. 
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SKYPRIORITY. 

THE ONLY WORD YOU NEED TO KNOW FOR SEAMLESS TRAVEL.

SkyTeam’s iconic red SkyPriority signs guide you through airports across the globe with speed 

and ease. From priority check-in, boarding and baggage handling to priority lanes at ticket 

offices, transfer desks, security and immigration – it’s all seamless. And it’s all automatic for 

SkyTeam Elite Plus, First and Business Class travelers. Find out exactly what’s on offer for your 

next trip with the SkyPriority Finder on our app or skyteam.com



TRAVEL IN STYLE
Located beachfront in Cayo Coco, Cuba, the new Meliá Jardines del Rey 
welcomes guests to its modern rooms of outstanding comfort. The selection 
of trendy restaurants serves up exquisite cuisine, and a Kids’ Club is 
available to the delight of families. To top it all o� , Elegance Club guests 
also benefi t from additional privileges exclusive to Transat. 
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EXHIBITIONS, FESTIVALS, CULTURAL OR SPORTING EVENTS,

THERE IS ALWAYS A GOOD REASON
TO TRAVEL TO FRANCE!

Follow our tourism news on France.fr



Text & pictures: Benoit Schmautz

W hile 2015 may be forever marked 

by the November terrorist attacks in 

Paris, the incident has not tarnished 

the image of France as a travel destination in 

the eyes of Canadians. More than ever, ‘the 

Hexagon’ believes assets continue to attract 

more and more Canadians. PAX recently met 

with a very optimistic and enthusiastic Atout 

France Canada to discuss the upcoming year 

in tourism.

Canadian attendance still rising

"We are not alone,” says Armelle Tardy-Joubert, 

executive director of Atout France Canada, 

referring to the wave of solidarity which followed 

the tragic events of Nov. 13, 2015. “France 

remained strong and the Canadian media has 

been incredible.” In the fields of Pas-de-Calais
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In fact, she says, the Canadian market 

has fared rather well: "Visits from Canada 

did not experience a noticeable drop 

after the incident. Perhaps in the days 

just following the tragedy, but departures 

quickly resumed and the prospects for 2016 

are very encouraging. "

Year after year, France remains a 

popular destination amongst Canadian 

travellers. According to the latest available 

statistics, 1,001,428 Canadians went to 

France in 2014, racking up approximately  

11 million overnights. Currently, Canada 

is France’s 10th most important source of 

international arrivals.

Quebecers lead the way in Canadian 

arrivals to France, with approximately  

46.4 per cent of Canadian travellers hailing 

from La Belle Province. In comparison, 

Ontario, British Columbia and Alberta 

contributed 32.5 per cent, 9.8 per cent 

and six per cent respectively.

Quebecers also stay in France longer than 

their peers in other provinces, staying on 

average 15 days compared to 11 days 

for the rest of Canada. Among Canadian 

visitors, 75.3 per cent are drawn to urban 

tourism (exhibits, terraces, parks and 

gardens), according to the travellers 

surveyed in 2014. Cultural tourism (75.2 per 

cent) and food & wine tourism (40.3 per 

cent) are also popular.

"This is very interesting data for tour operators 

who design packages for France," she adds.

The challenges of a mature 
market

However, promoting a destination in a 

mature market is not an easy task. It takes 

a lot of thinking, agility and creativity.

"We must constantly find fresh ideas to 

renew interest in France. It is the mandate 

of Atout France,” Tardy-Joubert says.
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"In Quebec, some travellers know 

France better than the country’s 

permanent residents, and they have 

the appetite for new discoveries. It is 

necessary to feed this hunger," she 

continues.

Therefore, Atout France Canada has 

identified value-added themes to 

further stimulate the market. Skiing in 

the Alps is one. Some tour operators 

already work in this niche, but Tardy-

Joubert can still see more potential 

development.

"Travel agents have a big role to play 

because not all travellers realize that 

France can be a less expensive ski 

destination than the U.S. or Western 

Canada. Ski holidays in France offer 

many advantages: primarily, in terms 

of price and accessibility, but also 

the long ski season that sometimes 

stretches until May," she says.

Golf is another niche travel market; 

France is home to no less than 500 

golf courses and the upcoming 2018 

Ryder Cup has certainly helped shine 

a spotlight on the game.

Furthermore, France’s Minister of 

Tourism, Laurent Fabius, has launched 

a web portal to promote and increase 

the country’s wine tourism. The site – 

visitfrenchwine.com – features a range 

of ideas for those looking to escape 

to the vineyards. Cycling has also 

diversified the country’s travel offerings 

with development of new bike routes 

such as the 815-kilometre Via Rhôna, 

from the shores of Lake Geneva to the 

beaches of the Mediterranean.

Appealing to travellers

In addition to events that fall under 

Atout  F rance Canada’s 

comprehensive communication  

  

 

  

 
  

  

 

  

  
 

 

  

  

From the heights of Val Thorens in the French Alps



strategy, like the organization’s recent 

Destination France 2016 roadshow (with stops 

in Quebec, Montreal, Toronto and 

Vancouver), the organization employs 

several tactics to keep France top of mind 

for Canadians.

The recent Romance In France campaign 

saw 120,000 copies of an associated 

magazine distributed across Canada: 50,000 

copies in Greater Montreal, 50,000 in Toronto 

and 20,000 in Vancouver.

"This campaign has enabled us to work the 

couples’ niche, with a pamphlet focused on 

romantic getaways in France,” says Tardy-

Joubert. “We had used a similar strategy in 

appealing to seniors and the response to 

this tactic is growing. This year, 25 partners 

have accompanied us on the adventure.”

In 2015, the #FestiveFrance bloggers’ 

challenge was held in partnership with Air 

France, inviting lovers of urban tourism and 

festivals to follow the explorations of eight 

top Canadian bloggers, who covered 

celebrations in four French destinations: 

Nantes, Mulhouse (Alsace), Bordeaux-

Périgueux and Pau-Bayonne. Approximately 

1,450 posts were shared via social media, 

reaching an audience of 11 million people. 

With this kind of marketing, Atout France 

is preparing for the future by targeting 

millennials who tend to travel in groups 

and want to share every moment of their 

journeys.

The whole team of Atout France in Canada
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Across the sea

France is not limited to the borders of mainland 

Europe: the country also counts the overseas 

territories of Guadeloupe, Martinique, St. Martin 

and St. Pierre and Miquelon, destinations that 

are easily accessible to Canadian travellers.

"For the most part, these are places that 

perfectly combine sun, sea and the discovery 

of unique cultures,” Tardy-Joubert says. “These 

are perfect destinations for travel agents with 

clients looking to expand their horizons in the 

south.”

It’s new discoveries for travellers such as these 

that show without a doubt, France has a lot to 

offer Canadians in 2016 and beyond. 
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Book your travellers on a Collette tour today! 
Contact your District Sales Manager or call 800.468.5955

Book Collette!
Five Reasons Every Agent Should 

In addition to our worldwide collection of tours, 
agents like you should consider that Collette offers:

• Lucrative Incentive programs. 

• Thousands of Guaranteed Departure Dates.

• A Travel Protection Plan that protects your commission.

• Included Sedan Service to start your travellers off right.†

• And special offers designed to help you share the joy of travel.

guided by travel

† Not valid on group travel. Service is offered on all air-inclusive departures when within 100 km radius from most major Canadian gateways. One transfer per room booking. Additional 
stops are not permitted on route. Other restrictions may apply; call for details. Travel Industry Council of Ontario Reg. # 3206405; B.C. Reg. # 23337
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future proof

Nolan Burris

Nolan Burriss is a top-selling author, former travel agent, 

failed musician and self-professed techno-geek.  

He’s also a popular international speaker both inside 

and outside of the travel industry.  He is the founder 

and chief Visioneer of Future Proof Travel Solutions  

in Vancouver, British Columbia: 

www.futureprooftravel.com

E very two or three years, I replace 

my laptop, even though not one 

of them has died an early death.  

Rather, I like to stay current for client-

compatibility reasons, and to avoid last-

minute replacement pressures.  As I type 

this article on my brand new, paper-thin 

MacBook I must also admit the real reason 

I bought it: I wanted it!

Now, this article is not about whether Apple 

products are better than any other.  In fact, 

many people (myself included) might be 

quick to point out their flaws.  What is harder 

to dispute is their success.  It is a lesson in 

selling experiences over products, and 

forming emotional bonds with customers.  

On October 5th, 2011, I saw just how 

powerful such bonds can be.

I was in New York City for a speaking 

engagement.  I popped by the flagship 

Apple Store on 5th Avenue to check out the 

latest MacBook Air.  Before buying my first 

Mac a few years earlier, I had always been 

a steadfast Windows user, and not a life-long 

“fan boy.”  Still, I felt a sense of excitement 

in visiting the famous location.  

Unlike the usual loud and bustling crowds I 

expected, there was a quiet and somber 

mood in the air.  It had just been announced 

that Steve Jobs had died. In no time at all, 

people began to gather around the store, 

light candles, leave flowers and share stories. 

I was quite moved by it all. I suddenly realized 

that, like many others, I had developed an 

emotional connection to Apple and its 

charismatic leader.

When examined logically, it seems odd to 

use the word “emotional” within the context 

of computers or gadgets.  Many business 

and marketing experts agree however, that 

this is exactly the word that best describes 

the key to Apple’s success.  When emotions 

become the driving force, other factors like 

price and competition nearly fade away.

Against all odds, in good times and bad, 

even during economic downturns, Apple’s 

stores are always packed.  While their 

stock has the usual ups and down, shares 

generally hover in the upper end of the 

spectrum.  Their biggest challenge is simply 

keeping up with the growing demand for 

their (usually) higher priced products. 

A handful of competitors have attempted 

to replicate Apple’s approach. The rest 

struggle to survive by feverishly cranking out 

a wide range of cheap plastic commodities, 

assembled with little attention to quality.  

They market them based on the lowest price 

and attempt to lure buyers with a constant 

stream of newer models and endless options. 

Apple’s product line is extremely narrow, 

offering few options, with model upgrades 

no more than once a year.  The focus is on 

quality, opting for high-grade aluminum 

and tempered glass over cut-rate plastic.  

Even the interior of their devices is as 

beautifully designed as the visible exterior.  

The most notable differences are seen in 

the way they market. 

They never advertise a sale or boast 

about low prices, and they barely mention 

technical specs. Most ads have little or no 

dialog at all. Instead, they simply show 

ordinary people having fun and “magical 

experiences” with their products. 

It’s a laser-focused, human-centric 

strategy that works. It is precisely how  



- Earn 7% commission on Travel Agency bookings, 5% on 
Porter Pass Booklets and 8% on Porter Escapes packages

- Unlimited discounted standby travel for qualifying Travel 
Agencies plus one travel companion – no black outs

- Complimentary same-day changes permitted at the airport 
on Flexible Fares

- Designated groups coordinator for all group bookings, 
changes and modifications

- Travel Agency support desk available Monday to Friday 
8 a.m. to 7 p.m. ET at 1-866-619-8622 

The benefits of booking Porter Airlines 

Visit the Agent Portal at flyporter.com for policies, 
procedures and the latest news.

they have created the emotional bonds needed to overcome 

otherwise logical obstacles like price. For those that focus on 

bargains and deals, the downward spiral continues.

Most good travel consultants know that they don’t just make 

reservations; they sell experiences.  They don’t just find prices 

and book suppliers, they sell dreams!  They sell magic. 

Here’s the problem:  too many of them market those dreams 

the same way some computer makers promote cheap laptops.  

They fill newspapers and Facebook pages with a huge range 

of products, options and discounts.  Many focus on bargain 

offerings to attract shoppers with hopes of upgrading them to  

something more profitable. It’s a popular strategy, and can even 

result in sales.  In the end, it only perpetuates the downward  

spiral.  

There are those however, who see another way.  With a laser-

focus on quality, they are building emotional bonds, not just 

closing sales.  They know that the travel experience is more 

than just what happens in the resort or on the ship; it begins the 

moment they connect with a client or prospect. 

Their marketing is carefully designed to feature suppliers that are 

perfectly aligned with the image they hope to create and deliver.  

Their operations are meticulously engineered to be as beautiful on 

the inside, as they appear outside in their promotions.  They know 

that while some travel products have become commodities, 

their job is to transform the overall experience into something 

extraordinary.  They do it by being part of the magic themselves.

It might sound crazy, but sometimes that’s what it takes.

  
 

~ Steve Jobs, 1955 – 2011.  
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escape

Morocco’s hustling, 

busting, wheeling and 

dealing world can be 

overwhelming for first-

timers. And that’s the 

beauty of it.  

Text and photographs: Michael Pihach

Text & pictures: Michael Pihach
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I was in bustling Djemaa el-Fnaa Square in Marrakesh when a 

local busker appeared out of nowhere and boldly plopped 

his frisky furry friend on my shoulders. 

This area of Morocco is famous for such occurrences. 

Marrakesh’s old medina, or “old city” quarter is home to 

some of the country’s slickest snake charmers, pistachio 

sellers and bracelet pushers. 

It’s also a tourist hot spot. And for that reason, its ground 

zero for some of the most persistent monkey handlers in the 

business.   

“Hmf! Hmf! Hmf!” the monkey woofed in my ears as it danced 

on my shoulders, lightly scraping its tiny claws across my sunburnt 

neck. A couple of nearby tourists laughed at my expense.   

Suddenly, the monkey handler grabbed the strap of my digital 

camera and lifted it over my head. “Pose for a picture!” he 

shouted, as he began to snap away. I smiled awkwardly. I’d 

never posed with a monkey before. 

About a dozen photos later, the man returned my camera 

and he retrieved his monkey. But just as I turned to be on my 

way, he stopped me in my tracks. “Give me 200 dirhams,” he 

said in a stern voice. 

He wasn’t monkeying around. I argued with him, refusing to 

pay solely on the fact that I didn’t agree to the photos in the 

first place. I even started deleting the photos frame by frame 

as a sign of good faith. But the deed, in the handler’s eyes, 

was done. In the end, I gave the monkey handler half of what 

he wanted and peace, at least for that brief moment, was 

restored in Marrakesh.

The lesson? “Everything in Morocco has a price,” said my tour 

director, Javier Soto, as I told him about the hairy incident later 

that day at the Atlas Medina, our host hotel in Marrakesh. 

Morocco is a hustling, busting, wheeling and dealing world, 

where negotiating prices for goods is king and nothing, not 

even a photo of a snake charmer and his pet cobra, or monkey 

for that matter, comes without a price.
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It’s a lesson I learned quickly as I travelled with a group of 

some 30 travel agents from all parts of the the globe on A 

Taste of Morocco, an eight-day journey produced by Insight 

Vacations designed to explore the foods and flavours of 

local Arabic, Islamic and African cultures.  

From the honking cars of Casablanca to medieval markets of 

Fes to belly dancers in Marrakesh, the Kingdom of Morocco, 

home to more than 33 million people, was at our fingertips. 

And so was more fresh fish, lamb tagine and fresh crusty 

bread than our group could ever imagine. 

“But remember, you’re in Africa,” said our guide Javier on 

our first day, mere moments after landing at Mohammed V 

International airport.

He reminded us to take precautions along the way, such 

as concealing our valuables at all times (pickpockets are 

rampant), not to drink tap water, and to know when to say 

“no” to aggressive merchants in the markets. “Otherwise 

they’ll follow you to the next city,” said Javier. 

The group and I gabbed, with excitement, about the journey 

ahead while dining on fresh sea bass at Rick’s Café, a trendy 

eatery in Casablanca recreated from the city’s eponymous 

movie on our first night together. We noted the variety of 

languages we had so far heard around the traffic-heavy 

city – Arabic, for one, mixed with speckles of French, English 

and even Italian. 

“The big debate right now in Morocco is to make English 

our second official language,” said our second tour guide, 

Abdulwahab Barrak, a Moroccan native and natural-born 

storyteller who wore a traditional Moroccan robe and fez 

(a cone-shaped felt hat with a tassel on the top). 

Javier and Abdulwahab gave context to everyone, and 

everything, we saw as our group rolled from region to region, 

passing cow-occupied countryside, through rugged, clay-

walled villages, and up 5,000 feet above sea level over the 

gargantuan Atlas Mountains, all within the spacious confines 

of a luxury coach bus. 

On day one, after departing from our Casablanca hotel, the 

Golden Tulip Farah, we ventured to Hassan II Mosque – the 
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largest mosque in Morocco with the world’s tallest minaret. 

Morocco’s primary religion is Islam, and the vast openness of 

Hassan II Mosque square can accommodate up to 100,000 

worshippers at one time – a truly incredible sight. 

“Morocco is the only Muslim country where women can 

lead prayers,” noted our guide Abdulwahab, suggesting 

that Moroccan culture is more progressive than other Middle 

Eastern countries due to a forward-thinking leader, King 

Mohammed VI of Morocco. 

Morocco encourages tourists to explore the treasures of the 

land, as we did in Rabat, the country’s capital, at the lavish 

Mausoleum of King Mohammed, one of the few holy places 

open to non-Muslims. East of Rabat, in Meknes, an ancient 

city where olive trees line the boulevards, we stopped at the 

monumental Bab el Mansour, a mosaic-patterned gateway 

into the imperial city. 

These sights, as with all of Morocco’s historical landmarks, are 

so photo-worthy your Instagram very well might explode.  
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Cities in Morocco have treasures which have remained 

unchanged for centuries, such as the city of Fes, which is 

famous for its UNESCO World Heritage site, the Medina of 

Fes, a maze-like labyrinth surrounded by eight kilometers of 

12-foot-high fortified walls and some 12,000 narrow alleyways. 

Dating back to the 7th century, the Medina of Fes is 

home to some 156,000 Moroccans who still live life within 

its crammed, car-free quarters of bustling souks, religious 

schools, carpet shops, pomegranate juice vendors and 

historic leather tanneries. 

The Medina of Fes is claustrophobic, shadowy, and has  

its share of eerie characters, but spectacular all at  

once – simply for being a gateway into a truly authentic 

Morocco. 

It’s here where a colleague and I almost got run over by 

a merchant leading a giant donkey down a rocky road, 

shouting, “Balak! Balak!,” an Arabic phrase for “Get out 

of the way!” 

But locals in Morocco are rarely in a hurry. “There’s 

minutes…and then there’s Moroccan minutes,” said 

Abdulwahab, noting the country’s care-free, laid-back 

lifestyle. “There’s no rush in Morocco.” 

When we arrived in picturesque Essaouira, a coastal 

fishing and surfing town where goats seemingly grow 

on argan trees, camels tan on the beach and beefy 

seagulls outnumber the tourists, the motto was simple: 

“Go. Sit. Relax.” 

And nothing added to that better than a bottle of crisp 

Casablanca beer, a refreshing local lager named after 

the city of the same name, which my travel mates and 

I added for good measure as we soaked up some rays 

on a patio outside the Atlas Essaouira hotel.  

The one thing that’s never rushed in Morocco is dinnertime. 

While in Fes, we had the privilege of dining with locals 

Ghali and Sana Alaoui in their home, a lavish compound 

decked with marble sculptures and sparkling Hermes 

pillows. The night wasn’t just about tasting traditional 

Moroccan food – it was about savouring flavours late into 

the night, one mouthwatering Moroccan minute at a time. 

Sweet-and-savoury pastilla pie made with pigeon meat 

and roasted lamb that, according to our hosts, tenderized 
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in an oven for almost 40 hours. Endless crunchy bread. 

Everyone was invited to dress in a robe (a “djellaba”)  

and fez, provided by the Alaoui’s, which everyone got 

to keep. 

It also wasn’t unusual for dinner to start and end with 

entertainment. Colourful belly dancers. Sneaky magicians. 

Rhythmic musicians. And audience participation is always 

encouraged.

On our final night in Marrakesh, our guides started an 

impromptu conga line around the restaurant as an Arabic 

band ripped into an upbeat score of arabesque music. 

As we snaked around tables and chairs, we ended up 

in a giant cluster puddle in the middle of the restaurant, 

jumping and laughing in unison to drums and guitars, 

shouting, “Hey! Hey! Hey!” while gleefully twirling our 

napkins high in the air.  

In Morocco, you don’t just watch culture. You become 

part of culture. Eat and drink whatever is offered to you. 

Take time to explore. Relish in the chaos. 

And when faced with any kind of monkey business, always, 

always bargain for the right price. 
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Check out some of the top headlines that caught the attention of our readers. Find 
daily national travel industry news updates on PAXnews.com, or PAXnewsWest.com for 
news from Western Canada.

PATTERSON JOINS COLLETTE

After a brief hiatus from the travel industry, Doug Patterson will be joining Collette 
Tours in the role of president – Canada this spring, joining the company at its office 
in Mississauga, Ontario. Patterson, who worked with The Travel Corporation’s various 
brands for nearly 30 years, most recently served as president of Trafalgar Tours Canada, 
stepping down from the role last June.

CASTANEDA REPS COLIMA

César Castañeda has assumed the 
position of tourism minister of the Mexican 
state of Colima, joining the newly-created 
government of recently elected governor, 
José Ignacio Peralta Sánchez. Castañeda 
is a familiar face in the Canadian tourism 
industry, serving as director of the Mexico 
Tourism Board’s Toronto and Montreal 
offices from 2004 to 2007.U.S.-CUBA FLIGHTS

Applications for U.S. airlines bidding on 
newly-opened routes to Cuba closed 
March 2, with flights to Havana by and 
large the most desirable service among 
participating carriers. The commercial 
flight agreement, signed between the 
U.S. and Cuba in mid-February, will allow 
up to 110 daily flights between the two 
countries. Results of the bidding are 
expected as early as this summer.

DISNEY ADDS SHIPS

The Walt Disney Company has committed 
to building two additional cruise ships, 
entering into a memorandum of 
agreement with the Meyer Werft shipyard 
in Germany. The schedule calls for  
the new ships to be completed in 2021 
and 2023.

WESTJET ROUTES

WestJet will start service between 
Brandon, Manitoba and Toronto Pearson 
International Airport this summer, along 
with service between Vancouver and 
both Hamilton and London, Ontario. The 
new service opens up 13 new WestJet 
destinations and 20 new codeshare 
destinations via Toronto Pearson to Eastern 
Canada, the United States, Caribbean, 
Mexico and Europe.

SANDALS SELLS GRAND 
PINEAPPLE

Sandals Resorts has announced the sale 
of Grand Pineapple Antigua to Elite Island 
Resorts effective May 30, 2016. The 180-
room resort located at Long Bay, Antigua 
will continue accepting bookings and will 
remain open as it seamlessly transitions to 
a new name and brand, Pineapple Beach 
Club, on June 1 under Elite Island Resorts’ 
ownership.

AC BUYS CS300S

Air Canada has signed for the acquisition 
of up to 75 Bombardier CS300 aircraft as 
part of its narrowbody fleet renewal plan. 
The letter of intent (LOI) contemplates 45 
firm orders plus options to purchase up 
to an additional 30 aircraft and includes 
substitution rights to CS100 aircraft in 
certain circumstances. Deliveries are 
scheduled to begin in late 2019 and 
extend to 2022.

news
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The Turkish-Canadian Tourism Sector Workshop held in Toronto shared destination updates with 
the travel industry during a challenging time for the country’s tourism market. Pictured are Zafer 
Bölükba, general manager, Toronto, Turkish Airlines; Derya S. Acar, attaché of Turkish Culture and 
Tourism Affairs; Darlene Paolucci, assistant to director, Turkish Consulate General; Gulberk Asyapar, 
Association of Turkish Travel Agencies.

Air Canada rang in the Lunar New Year with members of 
the travel industry and the Toronto-area Asian community, 
celebrating the Year of the Monkey. Of Air Canada: Lisa Liu, 
flight attendant; Rocky Lo, director, business development – 
Asia; Steve Goodfellow, director sales – Eastern Canada; Bomi 
Lee, service director.

City of Tokyo Tourism hosted a workshop in Toronto devoted 
to highlighting the city’s diverse tourism attractions and 
accommodations. The presentation, which drew approximately 
50 travel agents, touched on the increase in Canadian visitors 
travelling to Tokyo in recent years, Tokyo’s one-of-a-kind hotels 
and food scene, and even invited guests to try some Japanese 
delicacies, such as sushi, for themselves. Pictured: Steve Gillick, 
president, Talking Travel and Akira Tsushima, representative for 
Canada with City of Tokyo Tourism.

Tourism Ireland welcomed its travel partners to 
Toronto to meet and learn about the upcoming 
year in travel, which will be marked by food, 
film, history and increasing Canadian arrivals.

Atout France travelled across Canada with 
its annual Destination France roadshow, 
showcasing France’s travel offerings and 
thanking the Canadian travel industry for its 
continued support following a challenging 
year. Marc Trouyet, Consul General of France 
in Toronto; Armelle Tardy-Joubert, director of 
Canada, Atout France; Steven Larkin, director 
of sales Canada, Delta Air Lines.

Carnivals, romance and updates on current 
and up-and-coming hotels took center stage 
at a luncheon hosted by the Bahamas Ministry 
of Tourism at the Park Hyatt Hotel in Toronto.

The GNTO welcomed travel media to dinner 
to recap the previous year and provide a 
glimpse into 2016, including visitation forecasts 
and the office’s travel marketing strategies for 
the coming year. Pictured: Michelle Young, 
manager – global sales, communication and 
partnerships, Air Canada; Juliane Ehrich, PR 
manager, German National Tourist Office; 
Hans DeHaan, director – Canada, Lufthansa; 
Michael Lauber, deputy consul general, 
Consulate General of the Federal Republic of 
Germany – Toronto; Antje Splettstoesser, director 
– marketing & sales office, Canada, GNTO.

ExpertsITALIA hosted an invite-only networking event in Toronto, 
bringing together members of ExpertsITALIA – executives from tour 
operators Globus Family of Brands, Insight Vacations, Kompas 
Express, Rail Europe and Trafalgar Tours – and some of the GTAs 
top-selling travel agents. Pictured: Stéphanie Bishop, managing 
director, Canada, Globus Family of Brands; Robert M. Zuzek, 
president, Kompas Express/president, ExpertsITALIA; Carla Brake, 
vice-president of sales, Insight Vacations; Wolf Paunic, president, 
Trafalgar Canada; Rose Schwartz, CTC, director sales support 
and training, Rail Europe; Alex Mantios, supervisor, inside sales, 
Globus Family of Brands; Hilary Brown, Globus Family of Brands; 
Mauro Giacobbe, Italian Government Tourist Board; Salvatore 
Basile, accounting-press; Italian Government Tourist Board.
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THE BIG 2-0

About 85 members of the travel community attended the “There’s Nothing Like 
Australia Retail Roadshow” in Vancouver, the only Canadian stop on the North 
America tour. Twenty-four tourist boards, attractions and tour operators from Down 
Under took part in an evening of presentations and scheduled appointments to share 
all the news and latest developments. Pictured is Chris Allison, manager – sales and 
market development, Canada, Air New Zealand.

The Hong Kong Tourism Board welcomed 
guests to its Year of the Monkey 
celebrations in Vancouver, capping off 
a strong 2015 while looking ahead at the 
months to come. Of the HKTB: Karisa Lui, 
assistant manager, marketing & Michael 
Lim, director – Canada, Central & South 
America.

More than 40 travel agents turned out for 
breakfast, presentations and networking 
opportunities with a delegation of 25 
destinations, hoteliers and government 
officials at Air Canada’s breakfast workshop 
on Rio de Janeiro in Vancouver. Pictured: 
Tony Celio, Manager, Specialty Sales, Air 
Canada; Gustavo Barbosa, Deputy Consul 
of Brazil, Vancouver; Edna Ray, Regional 
Sales Manager – BC, Air Canada; Michael 
Nagy, Commercial Director, Rio Convention 
& Visitors Bureau.

Vancouver wine lovers and industry insiders gathered in late February for the annual 
Vancouver International Wine Festival, this year showcasing the wines of Italy. Festival 
sponsor Delta Air Lines hosted travel industry VIPs at the intimate Delta Air Lines Tasting 
Lounge for a guided tasting with Delta’s Master Sommelier, Andrea Robinson. Pictured: 
Delta’s Steven Larkin, director of sales, Canada; Andrea Robinson, master sommelier, 
and Paul Connolly, sales account executive, with two Delta brand ambassadors.

WestJet marked its 20th anniversary on Feb. 29 
with a new Canadian-inspired logo, a birthday 
seat sale and more. On Feb. 29, 1996, WestJet 
launched with 220 employees and three aircraft 
serving five destinations: Vancouver, Kelowna, 
Edmonton, Calgary and Winnipeg. Today, nearly 
12,000 WestJetters support more than 140 aircraft 
serving 102 destinations in more than 20 countries.

AC FLYING YVR-CUN

Air Canada rouge’s inaugural flight to Cancun, 
Mexico, took off from YVR in Vancouver Feb 15. The 
weekly flight is the airline’s fifth Mexican destination 
from Vancouver, joining Puerto Vallarta, Los Cabos, 
Ixtapa and Mexico City.

NEW BDM FOR CIE

Michael Mullin will be representing CIE Tours in 
Western Canada as business development 
manager, as part of his new multi-line company, 
Mullin Multi-Lining Inc. A travel industry veteran of 
more than 30 years, Mullin most recently worked 
for Exotik and Boomerang Tours at Travelbrands.

TIERONE APPOINTMENT

TierOne Travel has appointed Shelley Parry as its 
new general manager, the company announced. 
Parry, who will be based in TierOne's Calgary South 
location after relocating from Vancouver, has been 
in the travel industry for nearly two decades, during 
which she has held numerous sales and managerial 
positons.

BC TOURISM UP

A new study prepared for Destination BC shows a 
38 per cent increase in provincial tourism revenue 
over the last decade. The study, titled Value of 
Tourism in British Columbia: Trends from 2004 to 2014, 
was produced by BC Stats for Destination British 
Columbia and highlights impressive long-range 
as well as recent growth within the tourism sector. 



Man’s best friend, meet your BFF. With the stated goal of keeping 
people connected to the animals they love when away from home, the 
PetCube Camera allows pet parents to keep an eye on Fluffy or Fido by 
connecting via smartphone to the device. Pet owners can check up on the 
situation at home, play games with a built-in laser pointer and even check in 
on other people’s four-legged friends who share their PetCube video feeds.  
petcube.com

Laconda da Lino is a restaurant in the 
commune of Solighetto in northern Italy that 
combines fine dining, artistry and spectacular 
service into one memorable dinner. Led by 
famous Italian chef Lino Toffolin, the rustic 
eatery is located on the Prosecco road in 
a restored farmhouse. The interior is an 
artful display of red walls, antiques, flower 
arrangements, paintings and a massive 
collection of copper pots that hang down 
from the ceiling. The fresh spaghetti is 
good; the spider crab is mind-blowing. 
locandadalino.it 

Marking its 25th anniversary in 2016, the Saint 
Lucia Jazz & Arts Festival continually draws 
some of the biggest names in music to the 
island each year for a week-long celebration. 
Taking place from April 29 to May 8, this year’s 
line-up features more than 50 performers 
including Marc Anthony, Kool and The Gang 
and Air Supply. st.luciajazz.org

We’ve all been there – a long-time contact changes their 
phone number or email address right when they’re 
needed most. With Addappt, anyone on your list of 
contacts using the app can update the information on 
your phone themselves, keeping everything current 
and not only eliminating the need to track down 
that new number or email but remembering to 
re-enter it afterwards. Perfect for prolific networkers, 
Addappt is free on both Android and iOS platforms.  
addappt.com

For the best travel industry news : PAXnews.com66   PAX



Valid on packages only. Minimum 7-night stay required. Minimum seats & rooms must be available for the full size of the group. Must be same origin & destination. Must be same fl ight route. Must be same hotel & room category. 
Must be same departure date & duration. Valid on groups of 20 passengers or less. Not applicable on contracted groups. Not applicable within 45 days of departure. Valid competitors quote must be provided. New bookings only. 
Subject to availability at time of booking. Subject to change without notice. Offers expire at 11:59 p.m. ET on the date indicated. Flights operated by Air Canada or Air Canada rouge. For applicable terms and conditions, consult www.
aircanadavacations.com. Holder of Quebec permit #702566. TICO registration #50013537. BC registration #32229. ■ 1Valid for travel from May 1 and completed by Oct. 31, 2016; or from May 1 and completed by Oct. 31, 2017. ■ ®Aeroplan is 
a registered trademark of Aimia Canada Inc. ®Air Canada Vacations is a registered trademark of Air Canada, used under license by Touram Limited Partnership, 1440 St. Catherine W., Suite 600, Montreal, QC. 11957

Bahia Principe Hotels & Resorts

aircanadavacations.com/agents
Call 1 877 752-7710  • Option #2 for groups

Book a group to any 
Bahia Principe resort and get   

MAPLE LEAF™ LOUNGE access 
with upgrades to Business 
Class and Premium rouge

CONNECTING 
FLIGHTS from 
66 Canadian cities

MORE
ADVANTAGES

DEDICATED 
groups 
coordinator

Stay from 
3 TO 30 
NIGHTS

Leave from
DIFFERENT 
CITIES

BEST PRICE
The

guaranteEd
If you get a lower quoted price for your group 
booking, we’ll match it. 

Email: groupspricematch@vacv.com

• Grand Bahia Principe La Romana

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Bouganville 
Don Pablo Collection

•  Grand Bahia Principe San Juan 

•  Grand Bahia Principe Punta Cana

•  Grand Bahia Principe Turquesa

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Ambar 
Don Pablo Collection

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Esmeralda 
Don Pablo Collection

•  Grand Bahia Principe Cayacoa 

•  Grand Bahia Principe El Portillo

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Cayo Levantado 
Don Pablo Collection

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Samana 
Don Pablo Collection

•  Grand Bahia Principe Jamaica 

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Runaway Bay 

•  Grand Bahia Principe Coba 

•  Grand Bahia Principe Tulum 

•  Luxury Bahia Principe Sian Ka’an 
Don Pablo Collection 

Participating hotels:

9th FREEpassenger 
fl ies & stays 

1
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Introducing more non-stop destinations
with Air Canada rouge – beginning in 2016.
• Toronto to Budapest/Prague/Warsaw/Glasgow/Gatwick
• Montreal to Casablanca
• Vancouver to Dublin

from the familiar to the unexpected
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