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Introduction

I can honestly say I don’t remember when the obsession began. Obsession may sound exaggerated, but that’s what happened between Shanghai Disneyland and I in 2015 and 2016.

I had been covering the then-upcoming Disney resort for a while. At first, I did it through an experimental Tumblr I’d created in 2013 that became a full website called Parkaholic the following year. The site’s focus has always been to present the known and the not-so-known theme parks to the average Brazilian, and Shanghai Disneyland seemed like the perfect topic. A new Disney theme park. First of its kind. Large-scale project. Integrated Chinese and American cultures in one place, and much else.

Months went by. The news surrounding Disney’s newest venture in Asia kept getting bigger and better, as did my interest in it. By the end of 2015, when it was confirmed that the resort would officially open in the first quarter of 2016, I knew I had to figure out a way to be there, preferably for its opening day.

It all worked out—at least in my mind. When would I be able to attend a Disney park official opening day in the near future (since no others have been announced recently)? My personal situation also helped. I had a steady job and a couple of weeks off. My income allowed me to attempt taking such an expensive trip. And, to top it all, I had a loving and supportive husband who, as a Disney fan, would either join me on this trip or, if he couldn’t, would encourage me to travel from Brazil to China all by myself.

Such obsession may sound weird to the average person. But I’m guessing that, if you’ve chosen to read this book, it’s because you are very much into the theme park universe and totally get what I was feeling at the time.

New Year’s Eve came and went, 2016 arrived, and that feeling of “I have to be there for opening day” kept bugging me. Fortunately, I decided to follow that not-so-subtle voice inside my head and started planning what would eventually become one of the best experiences in my life.

This is my retelling of it all; from the planning to arrival, sprinkled with cultural differences between China and the West. And, of course, a ton of information on the newest Disney resort and how exciting it is to be part of a theme park grand opening day.


Part ONE

Arrival

Shanghai Disney Resort

When and where did Disney come up with the idea of expanding its theme park business to mainland China? Why would the company choose to open its third resort in Asia, instead of going to a whole new world like South America, Africa, or Australia? These and other questions about the Shanghai Disney Resort have never been fully answered by the company, but I thought it would be relevant to provide you with some of the resort’s history before telling you about my trip.

If there’s one name you need to get familiar with when we’re talking about the Shanghai Disney Resort, it’s Disney CEO Bob Iger. He has been responsible for Disney acquiring Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm, and was the driving force behind Disney building a theme park in China. This is his baby, and he hasn’t been afraid to emphasize its importance on multiples occasions, claiming it was “the greatest opportunity for Disney since buying land in Florida” and is “a significant milestone in the history of the Walt Disney Company”.
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Iger isn’t new to Disney. He has been working there since 1996, when the Disney company merged with Capital Cities/ABC in a $19 billion deal. Back then Iger had been at ABC for over two decades and was the company’s president, a position he kept until 1999. His next position at Disney can be seen as a sort of stepping stone for Shanghai Disneyland. He was appointed as the president of Walt Disney International, the business unit that oversees Disney’s international operations.

Although he didn’t stay at this job for long (less than a year), Iger later confirmed that it was during this period, in 1999, that he personally scouted the Pudong area, where the Shanghai Disney Resort now stands. Work on the resort commenced officially in 2011, after the project got approval from the Chinese central government in Beijing. The promise is that the resort would be “authentically Disney, distinctly Chinese,” aimed at bringing the Disney brand to China with a concession to local tastes. “We also recognize that we are invited guests in China. It’s a privilege to be here, so we need to show great respect for the people and culture”, stated Iger.

The initial investment was around $3.8 billion on theme park elements, with a further $693 million to be used on other parts of the resort. Just as it happened with its “neighbor” parks at Tokyo and Hong Kong, Disney isn’t the resort’s whole owner. It owns roughly 43 percent of it as of July 2017; the rest belongs to the Shanghai Shendi Group, a joint venture of three companies owned by the local government. To simplify things, you can say that the resort is split between Disney and the Shanghainese government, with Disney retaining operational control—it owns 70 percent of the management company created with Shendi to run the resort.

Since its inception, the resort got a lot of attention worldwide. It was, after all, one of the largest foreign investments in Chinese history and the second largest Disney resort worldwide. Set to cover a 963-acre site in Shanghai, it would be second only to Walt Disney World in Florida—just for the sake of comparison, 963 acres is about the size of New York’s entire Central Park stretched further south until it reaches Times Square.
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The Shanghai Disney Resort was originally slated for a 2015 opening, but the project faced some struggles. The local construction workers, contractors, and managerial staff Disney had been using to build the park allegedly had a different work ethic than the one found on sizable construction projects in the American Disney parks. This is a common cultural issue faced by Disney in other foreign projects and even by its competition, such as Universal Studios Japan in Osaka, for example.

In 2015, Disney publicly admitted that an additional $800 million would be dedicated to the delayed project, which was six months behind schedule. The extra costs associated with getting the park to open at a new date (June 2016) might have resulted in cuts in other areas of Disney’s Parks & Resorts division. This generated a controversy online among Disney fans, who thought that any (bad) decision made by Disney during that period was Shanghai Disney’s fault. The complaints were posted using the hashtag #ThanksShanghai. Google it and you’ll find serious criticisms among some really funny tweets. These are some of my personal favorites:


	Doc and Sleepy evicted. 7 Dwarfs Mine Train scaled back to 5 Dwarfs Mine Train #ThanksShanghai

	Don’t want to work tomorrow. But I have to work so I can stop sleeping in my car and actually get an apartment. #ThanksShanghai

	We have 999 happy haunts in the Haunted Mansion, but it will soon be reduced to 888 #ThanksShanghai

	A collection plate will now be passed around performances of Fantasmic. #ThanksShanghai

	Disney announced that due to guest demand the hashtag #ThanksShanghai will be reduced to simply #Shanghai (nothing to do with budget cuts)



The negative backlash on Shanghai turned into mostly positive reviews when the resort opened its doors on the new proposed date. Shanghai Disneyland’s innovative attractions and entertainment have since been recognized by top theme park industry organizations such as the Themed Entertainment Association (TEA) and the International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions (IAAPA).

Guests also seem to have approved the resort, with the park welcoming more than 11 million people in its first year of operation. Half of the resort’s visitors are from Shanghai and adjacent areas; the remainder come mostly from other Chinese cities. Attendance is higher than expected—these 12 months of operation would place the park at the seventh spot on the list of most visited theme parks worldwide, ahead of 6 of the 12 Disney parks, including Animal Kingdom, Disney’s Hollywood Studios (both with an average 10.8 million guests each for the past two years), and Disney California Adventure (9.3 million).

Most relevant—since Disney is a business after all—is that the ambitious project is close to breaking even after its first year of operations, a milestone none of the other resorts has been able to hit in the last 30 years, according to Bob Iger.

Meanwhile, Iger’s contract as Disney’s CEO was extended by one year in March 2017. It is the third time this has happened—he was supposed to have retired in April 2015—and the executive has claimed he is open to extending his term even further. Perhaps he should be the one tweeting #ThanksShanghai?

Planning

Planning a trip depends a lot on where you’re traveling from (in my case, Brazil) and what’s your final destination. I’m wild-guessing here that most of you reading this book have never been to China. That is why I chose to include some of the planning involved for my trip: to help anyone interested in doing the same. Besides, early on during this planning stage, a couple of amusing tidbits happened to me that I thought were worth sharing with you.

I have to admit something right upfront: I wasn’t even considering China as an option for a trip in the near future, at least not until Shanghai Disneyland came into my life. The country’s fame as a tourist destination is not among the best in Brazil. Not only is it far away—which leads to long and expensive flights—it is also considered an inferior option in Asia when compared to its neighbors, especially Thailand and Japan.

That’s just to begin with. Many Brazilians believe they will get to China and encounter a sea of pollution and dirtiness, combined with rude people and their impossible-to-learn language, so different from ours (not Spanish, please—Portuguese). Very biased and prejudiced, I know. However, I am ashamed to say I was indeed contaminated by these thoughts, and it took me three whole weeks traveling around China to dismiss most of them (the pollution part is true, unfortunately). As I had never really envisioned going to the country before, my research on China had to start from scratch.

The trip also depended on a specific date. And that date took a long time to be announced. Disney tortured me for weeks and weeks; it wasn’t until January 12, 2016, that they finally announced Shanghai Disney Resort’s opening date as June 16. That was the first sign that the trip was meant to be; it was an ideal period for me to get a vacation from work, and it was before Brazil’s winter school vacation, which normally drives up airline ticket fares.

The second sign came a couple of weeks later. As a frequent traveler, I have my go-to apps and websites to get better deals on flights. One of these apps sends me an alert whenever there’s a great flight deal from Brazil to anywhere in the world. What were the chances that, at the end of January, a flight from Sao Paulo (my hometown) to Shanghai was selling for a much cheaper price than usual? It was settled. I bought the ticket without a second thought. I now had an official countdown for the trip, and less than 5 months to plan everything.

The next challenge wouldn’t be that easy. I had to secure tickets for opening day. There were two options available to me. My website on theme parks had grown and now provided me with some media access to the main theme parks. I chased down the PR contacts for the Shanghai Disney Resort for weeks and, when I was eventually able to find some useful contacts there, I had to pull several strings to get in touch with the right person. That did not work. They never said it out aloud, but obviously my little project wasn’t big enough to be worthy of a spot at opening day.

It was a bit disappointing, yet I still had one other option. I was on the lookout for the date when regular tickets would go on sale. Disney announced that day to be March 28 and that tickets for Shanghai Disneyland would be tied to specific dates. The good news was that tickets were relatively cheap (about 74 dollars per adult, per day); cheaper at least than going to Walt Disney World or Disneyland. The bad news was that no specific time was set for the beginning of the sales period. I had a feeling that tickets for the first two days wouldn’t last for long. (I wasn’t going to travel halfway across the world and not visit the park twice, am I right?)

I had to be prepared. I needed to be online at the exact moment sales would begin. Not only was there no specific time, there was a considerable time-zone disparity. And boy, let me tell you, that makes a lot of difference. In March, the time difference between Sao Paulo and Shanghai is 11 hours. March 28, 2016, was a Monday, which meant I had to spend all weekend worrying about the tickets.

So, what did I do? I really don’t remember why, but that weekend I decided to have a little getaway to my parents’ beach house, a place where wi-fi hardly works and the same can be said about mobile data networks. Again, I don’t know why I did it. Yet I do remember that the original plan was for my husband and I to be back before Sunday evening, which gave me plenty of time to be online in case sales began on the morning of the 28th, like a few Chinese websites were predicting Disney would do. We were all wrong.

Sales began way before that, at exactly midnight Shanghai time. Taking the 11-hour difference in consideration, it turned out to be Sunday morning in Brazil and I was in the middle of “almost no-internet land.” Fortunately, I noticed my mistake quickly. The sales had just begun when I first went online that morning, and my 4G coverage was kind of working at the time. Do you know what wasn’t working? The official website option to read the content in English. So, imagine me, in a car, trying desperately to go back to civilization (meaning a place where internet actually worked), and having to guess what sort of information I had to fill in to get my tickets. In Mandarin.

It took me more than 2 hours. I had to stop at different places where I thought the 4G signal was better. I also had to translate most of the website piece by piece with Google Translator’s help. To top it all, there was traffic and some argument with my husband, who was driving the whole time. But I finally got them! Tickets for opening day and the day after, just like I wanted.

Well, sort of. I wrote down the confirmation number from the website and didn’t receive any other type of confirmation for weeks. No email, no SMS text. Nothing appeared on my credit card statement. In the midst of these desperate times, I went as far as calling Shanghai Disney’s only available phone number to try and confirm my purchase. The cast member who answered my call couldn’t confirm it, yet she was Disney-like, very nice and polite. At the end, I got to hear her say “Have a Magical Day” with a very thick accent for the first time. One of those small details that makes all the difference when you go to Disney and that fortunately would be in the Shanghai Disney Resort as well.

After many (long) weeks, the confirmation finally came. The purchase appeared on my credit card statement—apparently, currencies other than dollars, euros, and pounds take awhile longer to process in Brazil. So … airplane tickets, check; park tickets, check. Now I could go move on to the other big steps in the planning phase: accommodations and visa.

I normally don’t care about staying at a fancy hotel when I’m traveling. I know I’ll spend most of my time outside, and all I really need is a shower and a place to crash and leave my bags. I’m all in favor of staying at Airbnbs, hostels, bed & breakfasts, whatever is cheapest and most convenient. However, I was going to travel all by myself; a woman in a different culture and who doesn’t speak the local language. It was an exception to my usual travel arrangements. I had to play it safe and go for at least a regular hotel during my stay in Shanghai. My budget didn’t allow me to stay at any of the two onsite Disney hotels, so it was time to look for some other options.

But where? Near the Shanghai Disney Resort seemed like the right call, no? However, where was that, exactly? I am not kidding. Up until the opening month, the resort didn’t show up on Google Maps. There was no official address for it. It was like a treasure hunt in a faraway country, and all I had to work with were a couple of clues—the main ones being the exclusive subway station that was being built for the resort and the name of the area where it was located, Pudong.

Have you ever seen a map of Shanghai? It is a vast city and one of the largest in the world based on area. It spreads out for miles and miles and that made my research very difficult. Nothing worked. I tried all types of research, translating
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Opening Day
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The Day After
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	TRON Lightcycle Power Run

	Buzz Lightyear Planet Rescue





	Seven Dwarfs Mine Train

	The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh

	Peter Pan’s Flight





	Roaring Rapids

	Soaring Over the Horizon












[image: Image]



Disney for Real?
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