
No one can say that the cruise industry hasn’t done its share to keep the econ-
omy afloat. According to the Cruise Lines Industry Association (CLIA), the indus-
try’s total economic benefit to the U.S. economy was $35.1 billion in 2009, the 
latest year for which figures are available.

In fact, cruising is the fastest growing segment of the travel industry. More than 
100 new ships have been launched since 2000, offering an ever-expanding array 
of ports of call and shipboard amenities, including Internet cafes, luxurious spas, 
themed restaurants and even rock-climbing walls.

Despite the recession, cruise bookings for incentive programs have remained 
strong. “Our business pretty much stayed even from 2007 to 2010,” states Shari 
Wallack, president of Buy The Sea, a Plantation, FL-based cruise brokerage firm 
that specializes in incentive programs. “2010 would have been an amazing year, but 
because of all the cancellations, it was just a great year. The best part of the story 
is that in 2011 we doubled our 2010 business.”

Appealing Amenities
“The cruise world has totally changed in the past 10 years,” she adds. “The new 

vessels are so innovative, and, for lack of a better word, more hotel-like in terms 
of facilities, that it’s an easier sell.” She cited Royal Caribbean International’s Oasis 
of the Seas and its new sister ship, Allure of the Seas, which just entered service in 
December as examples.

“Some groups say, ‘We’ve done Atlantis, 
we’ve done Las Vegas, and we’ve got a 
group of several thousand people, what 
do we do with them?’ I can show them 
something that will blow everyone’s 
mind,” Wallack says.

The 5,400-passenger Allure of the Seas 
spans 16 decks and is divided into seven 

“neighborhoods” such as Central Park, 
Boardwalk, the Royal Promenade and the 
Pool and Sports Zone. One of the Allure’s 
many entertainment choices is a show 
called OceanAria, which is performed 
in the ship’s open-air AquaTheater. “It’s 
a water acrobatic show with laser lights 
that’s so out-of-the-box,” Wallack notes. 

“I can’t even believe what they’ve been 
able to do at sea.”

No one knows the wow factor like 
DreamWorks Animation, which has part-
nered with Royal Caribbean to produce 
OceanAria and other onboard parades, 
ice shows and experiences with the film 
studio’s characters. The Allure also fea-
tures the first at-sea Broadway produc-
tion of  “Chicago: The Musical.”

Pros and Cons of Chartering
While cruising offers a multitude of 

ship sizes, amenities and itineraries to 
choose from, the first decision planners 
need to make is whether to charter a pri-
vate cruise or book a portion of a larger 
ship for their program. There are pros and 
cons to each side.

“With a charter, you have control, with-
in reason, of where you go and when you 
leave,” Wallack says. “It’s great if you really 
have a grip on your numbers, because you 
can pick the ship with the right capacity 
for your group. But if you’re just starting 
out doing incentives, you need to start 
with group space. It will give you the flex-
ibility to have attrition.” Wallack adds that 
she has chartered everything from a small, 
50-person tour of the Greek Islands to a 
buyout of a 3,600-passenger ship.

Ashely Muntan, CMP, event marketing 
manager for the Atlanta, GA, technology 
company Symantec, worked with Wallack 
to charter a Crystal cruise for an incentive 

program. “We maxed out the ship with 
about 1,400 people,” she notes. Crystal 
is a luxury cruise line that prides itself 
on offering exceptional service, spacious 
staterooms and gourmet cuisine.

“Crystal is absolutely amazing. If you 
take over that entire ship, you can cus-
tomize it for your event,” she says. “When 
you go to a hotel, you’re never the 
only one there. When we were 
on this charter, it was so cool be-
cause everywhere we would go, it 
would be our people.”

Even though the charter was 
a great experience, Symantec 
has chosen to host its next 
cruise program on a larger ship. 

“Whenever you do an incentive, 
there’s no way to know exactly 
how many people are going to 
qualify, so we need some scalabil-
ity in our numbers,” Muntan ex-
plains. “On a (chartered) cruise, if 
you don’t fill some of your cabins, 
you’re still paying for them, and if 
you have 800 winners and only 700 cabins, 
you’re in trouble.”

Wallack notes that because many 
cruise lines have more ships they are now 
more willing to do a charter for as little as 
four to five nights. “Seabourn is a good ex-
ample of that. They just added two ships, 
and they’re adding a third. Compagnie du 

Ponant is a great company that no one 
knows about. It’s a European company 
based in France. They’re a nice alternative 
to the high-end luxury market.

“The ships are gorgeous and yacht-like 
and they can go into small ports of call,” 
she continues. “They’ve just built two 
ships that hold 263 passengers that they 
will charter to you for any length. One of 
the special features is the ability to con-
vert 40 cabins into 20 suites. The whole 
wall slides open between two cabins to 
make one 400-sf suite.”

The Big Ship Experience
For its next incentive program, 

Symantec has booked the 2,850-passen-
ger Celebrity Solstice for a six-night cruise 
in the Mediterranean. “I find it a shame 
that people don’t look at Celebrity more,” 
Wallack notes. “It’s got gorgeous interiors, 
wonderful food, great service, beautiful 
cabins. I would go out on a limb and say 
they’re the prettiest new ships on the wa-
ter in the large-ship class.”

The Solstice first set sail in 2008. Its 

two sister ships, the Celebrity Equinox 
and Celebrity Eclipse, launched in 2009 
and 2010, respectively. Amenities of the 
Solstice class ships include accommoda-
tions with verandas and spacious bath-
rooms, the AquaSpa and The Lawn Club, 
a country club-style venue offering lawn 
bowling and a putting green on real grass. 

Cruise Update

By Karen Brost

Top to bottom: Royal Caribbean’s newest ship Allure of the Seas showcases 
DreamWorks Animation character parades; Norwegian Cruise Line’s new Epic ship 
features Cirque Dreams and Dinner in the Spiegel Tent; Celebrity Cruises’ newest 
ship the Eclipse offers elegant dining in the Moonlight Sonata room; Allure of the 
Seas’ AquaTheater; and Regent Seven Seas’ Mariner cruises by nature’s orca show.

Symantec chartered a Crystal cruise to the Greek 
Islands for 1,400 attendees that allowed them to 
customize the entire experience for the group.

Celebrity Solstice is the ship of choice for 
Symantec’s upcoming six-night incentive 
program. The Solstice’s two sister ships, 
Equinox and Eclipse, launched in 2009 
and 2010, respectively. 
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Cruise Lines Now
Offering More



Two more Solstice class ships, 
the Celebrity Silhouette and 
Celebrity Reflection, will be 
introduced in 2011 and 2012.

“When I presented the 
large group experience, one 
of the benefits was that we 
can take over the show lounge 
and do an awards ceremony,” 
Muntan explains, noting that small-
er ships don’t have a venue large enough 
to hold the entire group at one time. “That 
was one thing our management was miss-
ing (on the charter)...doing some kind of 
recognition in front of the spouses.”

Muntan acknowledges that when 
they’re on a larger ship, they’ll lose some 
of the intimacy they had as a group on 
the charter. “We know we’re going to lose 
some of that ‘one team’ feeling, but we 
had to just try it and see how it works.”

Apparently, it worked quite well 
for Terry Miller, event manager for 
Plano, TX-based Wellness International 
Network Ltd., who planned a combina-
tion incentive program/company an-
niversary celebration on the Celebrity 
Solstice in October. He has been book-
ing cruises for his company’s annual 
sales incentive program for 
about eight years, and cites 
the savings over land-based 
programs as one of the key 
reasons. He has used a num-
ber of different cruise lines, 
including Silversea, Crystal 
and Royal Caribbean.

“It was one of the best ex-
periences I’ve ever had hold-
ing an event on a ship any-
where in the world,” he says. 

“Normally, when you have an 
event onboard, you’re basi-
cally dealing with the onboard 
coordinator. That’s pretty 
much the only person you 
have access to as far as making sure your 
event goes off without a hitch. From the 
moment we stepped onboard Celebrity, 
we had our onboard meeting set up, and 
everybody from the hotel director all the 

way down to the event coordinator 
was in the room and we went through 

everything step by step.”
Miller noted that Celebrity’s staff 

showed up at the start of every event, 
including a black-tie award presenta-
tion held in the ship’s main theater. 

“They all made sure that my events went 
off perfectly.”

Since Miller’s guest list can at times 
include nearly 100 children, he also plans 
kid-friendly events. “We’ll do scavenger 
hunts so the kids can get to know each 
other and get comfortable. For a lot of 
them, it’s their first time sailing,” he notes.

Dream Cruise
One of the most highly anticipated 

ships to debut in 2011 is the 4,000-pas-
senger Disney Dream. The first new 
Disney ship to launch in more than 10 

years, the art deco-inspired Dream be-
gan offering three-, four- and five-night 
cruises from Port Canaveral, FL, to the 
Bahamas and Disney’s private island, 
Castaway Cay, in late January. Its sister 

ship, the Disney Fantasy, is scheduled to 
begin service in 2012.

In true Disney style, the Dream 
features plenty of innovative touches. 
Inside staterooms are equipped with 

“virtual portholes” that give passengers a 
view of the ocean in real time along with 
glimpses of Disney characters floating by. 
Another unique attraction is the Skyline 
bar that displays the sunset over a differ-
ent city skyline every day.

“Enchanted art is another cool concept,” 
explains David Giardino, spokesperson 
for Disney Worldwide Sales & Travel 
Operations. “It’s artwork that comes to 
life when you walk by it. Your room card 
triggers it. It might be two pirate ships 
and all of a sudden they go into battle. 
As long as you have your room card with 
you, it knows who you are so you’ll never 
see the same thing twice.” The enchanted 

art is activated by RFID 
technology embedded in the 
room keys.

In another cruise-line first, 
the Disney Dream features 
a water-coaster ride called 
AquaDuck. From 12 decks 
up, the ride propels guests 
through an acrylic tube that 
goes out over the side of the 
ship and then drops down 
four decks into a lazy river.

Suzanne Evers, manager 
of meetings and travel for 
Reliv International Inc. in 
Chesterfield, MO, booked 
the Dream sight unseen for 

her March 2011 incentive program for 
approximately 100 guests. “We’re very 
excited about it,” she says. “We were on 
the Disney Wonder in March of 2010 
and had a wonderful time. Our distribu-

Reliv International Inc.’s program participants pose onboard the 
Disney Wonder during their March 2010 cruise. 
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“When you go to a hotel, you’re never the 
only one there. When we were on this 
charter, it was so cool because everywhere 
we would go, it would be our people.”

Ashely Muntan, CMP, Event Marketing Manager
Symantec, Atlanta, GA
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Royal Caribbean International® offers value, ease of planning and a 
unique experience. We provide everything a land-based resort does, 
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equipment, event customization options, and spacious accommodations 
all included for one great price – we are the ‘Ultimate Off-Site Destination.’

THE WORLD’S MOST INNOVATIVE CRUISE  LINE.
THE WORLD’S BEST MEETING & INCENTIVE OPTION.



tors just raved about it and wanted to 
go back. When Disney came out with 
their new Dream, we were even more in-
trigued and wanted to do that. It’s a little 
bit bigger and they have more things to 
do. Knowing Disney as we do, it was an 
easy decision. No one does anything bet-
ter than Disney.”

Evers listed some of the advantages 
of booking a cruise for an incentive pro-
gram. “No. 1, being all-inclusive makes it 
easy operationally to run a program on a 
cruise. And there’s something just really 
sexy about a cruise that people just love, 
so it’s very easy to promote.”

Planners who fear that their incen-
tive winners might be overrun with kids 
on a Disney cruise can put those fears to 
rest. Evers explains that her guests never 
felt they were on a kids’ cruise. “You defi-
nitely have adult areas and adult things 
to do, yet you have the Disney service. 
They were lying on Disney’s private beach, 
adults only, with a drink in their hands. 
They were having a ball.” She also liked 
the variety of dining options for adults. 

“We went to a different restaurant with 
a different menu and a different atmo-
sphere every night.”

Customized Luxury Cruising
Regent Seven Seas Cruises gives plan-

ners a high-end experience to offer in-
centive winners. The six-star ships are 
intimately sized to limit capacity to 490 
or 700 passengers. Accommodations are 
all oceanview suites, most with private 
balconies, restaurants are gourmet and 
the spa is Canyon Ranch. Planners espe-
cially like the all-inclusive pricing that 
includes catered meals, beverages, coffee 
breakout sessions, audio-visual equip-
ment and services, meeting room rental, 
entertainment, wireless access through-
out the ships, 24-hour room service, gra-
tuities and more. Shore excursions also 
are included.

Regent Seven Seas Cruises of-
fers charters of any number of nights 
for all destinations. Planners also can 
customize itineraries. Small groups and 
full-ship charters can use conference 
rooms, lounges, restaurants and theaters 
for meetings and events.

Bowled Over on the Epic
Corporate and incentive cruise event 

services company Landry & Kling put 
together a 42-person sales meeting/
incentive program for the Brunswick 
Corporation, which is headquartered 
near Chicago. The Lake Forest, IL-based 
recreational products company is well-
known for its bowling, billiards, fitness 

and marine products, including Mercury 
Marine, so a waterborne meeting on-
board Norwegian Cruise Line’s new Epic  
was a natural fit. Surprisingly, it was the 
company’s first sales-incentive cruise.

Explains Filip Pawelka, a marketing 
manager for Brunswick, “We decided to 
hold our annual meeting at sea because 
we wanted to combine a relaxed meeting 
atmosphere with convenience. With all 
necessary facilities available onboard the 
cruise ship, we were able to simplify our 
meeting/event coordination. With the 
one-stop-shop nature of a cruise ship we 
were able to conveniently plan all meet-
ings, meals and social activities through 
one source as compared to land locations 
where several aspects of such an event 
need to be planned and booked sepa-
rately. We wanted to offer our guests an 
exciting meeting location, as well as a bal-
anced variety of social activities to ease 
the natural stress of business meetings.

“One of the main deciding factors was 
also the overall cost of such a meet-

ing on a cruise ship,” Pawelka 
says. “When compared to pre-

vious meetings we conducted 
in several locations around 
the world, the cost was com-
parable or even below. Finally, 
our cruise departed from 

Miami, which provided a con-
venient travel location for our 

international guests and staff.”
Even though the Epic accommodates 

2,115 passengers, the ship’s luxury Villa 
Complex offers exclusivity for smaller 
groups of up to 150 attendees with a pri-
vate dining room, spa and pool. The 685-
seat Epic Theater features an entertain-
ment favorite of corporate groups, Blue 
Man Group. Cirque Dreams and Dinner 
in the Spiegel Tent is another show that 
can be reserved for groups.

Planning Tips
Flight plan. Wallack explained that 

some companies are reluctant to book 
a cruise because their VIPs don’t want 
to be in a position where they can’t get 

The new 
Norwegian Epic 

arrives in Miami. 
The innovative 

ship offers 
multifunctional 

public spaces to 
accommodate 

groups of 
any size. 
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Corporate incentives “is an under-developed 
but potentially important market for the 

(cruise) industry and, given my background, 
one I am very excited about exploring.”

Christine Duffy, President and CEO
Cruise Lines International Association, Fort Lauderdale, FL

off the ship and fly back home if they 
need to. “I can fix that,” she says. “In the 
Mediterranean, you can easily structure 
your charter so that every day you are 
in a port that has a major airport.” She 
noted that this also makes it easy to fly a 
speaker in for a day or to “catch up” with 
any luggage that may have gotten lost.

“Site inspections are actually really 
easy,” Wallack notes. “Most of the big 
ships are here (in Florida) in the winter 
with a few exceptions. In the winter, if 
you want to do a site inspection, you just 
fly to Fort Lauderdale or Miami and we 
go on for the day.”

Timing of the Celebrity Soltice’s posi-
tioning between the Caribbean and the 
Mediterranean prevented Muntan from 
doing a pre-booking site inspection. “It’s 
so not like me,” she explains. “The chal-
lenge we had was that the Solstice does 
not go to the Mediterranean until May 
when it’s too late to do a site inspection.”

She found another solution. “We’re 

going to jump on the Solstice down in 
the Caribbean and we’re going to sail on 
it for two days and get off at the first port 
of call in Puerto Rico. At least we can see 
the ship in motion.”

Muntan still has questions about how 
her group will disembark at their ports of 
call in the Mediterranean. “Are we ten-
dering? Are we going to be docking? I’d 
like to see all that, but it just didn’t work 
out this year. I’m really going to be rely-
ing on Buy The Sea, the cruise broker, to 
give me direction.”

Cruise brokers. Muntan has found 
that there are many benefits of working 
with a cruise broker. “They’re one cen-
tral place for all of the data on the cruise 
industry. They’re there to partner with 
you and guide you through the process. 
They really know what you can do and 
what you can’t do. They also understand 
the workings of a ship. In a hotel, you 
have a front office manager, and you 
have your convention services manager. 

You don’t have that on a cruise ship. The 
departments are organized differently, 
so you have to know who to go to for 
all of your different needs. (The broker) 
educates you and puts you in touch with 
the right people.”

Choosing a Cruise
According to CLIA, the Caribbean is 

the No. 1 cruise destination in terms of 
sales. Other top ranking destinations 
include Alaska, the Mediterranean (in-
cluding the Greek Islands and Turkey), 
Europe, Hawaii, Panama Canal, European 
rivers and Canada/New England.

“We’re seeing quite a bit of Alaska late-
ly. Alaska is so cyclical. The problem with 
Alaska is that companies only do Alaska 
once. They don’t do it twice for the most 
part,” Wallack notes, adding that cruises 
to Tahiti, the Baltic and the Greek Islands 
are also typically once-in-a-lifetime trips.

The Caribbean, she says, is a different 
story. “The Caribbean gets done over and 
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2012 DATES ARE NOW AVAILABLE IN THE CARIBBEAN, ALASKA AND EUROPE
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For an extraordinary business meeting, incentive group or 

charter, you deserve ships equally as impressive. Exotic and 

provocative destinations in and of themselves, Seven Seas Voyager, 
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over again. There are so many ships going 
there, that if you’ve picked another ship, 
you’ve basically picked another destina-
tion. It may be the same itinerary, with 
the exception of their private island ver-
sus someone else’s, but it’s a different 
ship, different environment, different 
food and different restaurants.

“Or,” she continues, “one year they 
could do Royal Caribbean’s Allure of the 
Seas on the eastern Caribbean, the next 
year they could do the Oasis of the Seas 
on the western Caribbean, and after that 
they can do the Adventure of the Seas in 
the southern Caribbean. That way, they 
can do totally different destinations and 
they’re happy.”

Going Green
Like the hotel industry, the cruise in-

dustry is committed to finding ways to re-
duce its environmental impact. Initiatives 
include the use of waste-water treatment 

systems, energy-saving LED light bulbs, 
high-efficiency appliances and window 
tinting. Rigorous recycling programs are 
also in place, and environmentally safe 
coatings are used to make the hulls of 
ships smoother, therefore reducing fuel 
usage by as much as five percent.

Cruise News
Royal Caribbean and Norwegian 

Cruise Line recently announced that 
they are discontinuing their cruise service 
to Mexico from the Port of Los Angeles. 
Carnival is also suspending its service 
to Mexico from the Port of San Diego. 
Industry experts speculate that reports of 
escalating drug violence in Mexico have 
negatively impacted demand for these 
cruises. Royal Caribbean’s Mariner of 
the Seas will be rebased in Galveston, TX. 
NCL’s Norwegian Star will be relocated 
to Tampa, FL. Carnival will reposition its 
Carnival Spirit ship to Australia in 2012.

Top 10 Cruise Ships for Meetings
Cruise event services specialists since 1982, Landry & 

Kling has selected the following top 10 ships for meetings 
and group events based on a 

combination of factors, including 
superior onboard meeting 
facilities, state-of-the-art audio-
visual capabilities, as well 
as top-notch amenities and 
entertainment options. Landry 

& Kling is the parent company of 
Seasite.com, a Web portal designed 

specifically for the cruise meetings and incentive market.
1. Royal Caribbean International: Allure of the Seas
2. Norwegian Cruise Line: Norwegian Epic
3. Celebrity Cruises: Celebrity Millennium
4. MSC Cruises: MSC Splendida
5. Carnival Cruise Lines: Carnival Dream
6. Regent Seven Seas: Seven Seas Navigator
7. Royal Caribbean International: Liberty of the Seas
8. Sea Dream Yacht Club: Sea Dream Yacht II
9. Silversea Cruises: Silver Whisper

10. Linblad Expeditions: National Geographic Endeavor

Royal Caribbean Cruises is consid-
ering ordering a new ship that will signal 
a new class of ship for the brand. Richard 
Fain, the company’s chairman, suggested 
that this would “probably be the start of 
a new series of ships which would incor-
porate our latest learnings about efficien-
cy and about guest amenities.”

Regent Seven Seas Cruises’ Seven 
Seas Voyager has been named the “Best 
Cruise Ship in the Large Ship” category 
by Condé Nast Traveler readers.

On February 1, Christine Duffy, for-
mer president and chief executive officer 
at Maritz Travel, took the helm as presi-
dent and CEO of CLIA. In her new role, 
she will apply her extensive travel indus-
try experience to further the promotion 
and growth of the cruise industry.

“Due to the extraordinary diversity of 
experiences available, from the ultimate 
in yacht-sized luxury, world cruises and 
adventure voyages to the Antarctic, to 
fun-filled weeks in the Caribbean, Alaska, 
Mediterranean, Canada/New England 
and elsewhere, cruising represents an 
ideal match for corporate incentives,” 
Duffy says. “The fact that CLIA member 
ships come in all sizes makes even a full 
ship charter an appealing option. While 
there are a handful of companies and 
agents specializing in this, including 
the recent CLIA Hall of Fame honorees 
Landry & Kling, this is an under-devel-
oped but potentially important market 
for the industry and, given my back-
ground, one I am very excited about ex-
ploring in the years to come.”

Smooth Sailing Ahead
According to CLIA, the future looks 

bright for the cruise industry. Seven new 
ships are expected to launch this year, and 
the organization is projecting a 6.6 per-
cent increase in passenger traffic in 2011.

Evers summed up some of the advan-
tages of cruise incentives. “On the cruise, 
you have sun, you have the beach. There’s 
always something going on. It’s a great 
way to reward people and you get more 
bang for your buck.” C&IT

Photo courtesy of Carnival Cruise Lines
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