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Introduction

I became a Disney fanatic at an early age. I grew up on Disney, visiting Disney World every year during spring break with my family, reading books about the theme parks, listening to Disney music, and watching Disney movies. My first memory of Walt Disney World dates back to 1984. Up until that point, my family had stopped at Disney World for the day during trips to Florida, but we had never actually stayed on Disney property. The previous year, 1983, marked my father’s 10-year anniversary with his employer, and as a reward for being a loyal employee for all those years, the company offered to pay for our next family vacation. Now, my dad was never one to splurge, but since the company was paying for it, he decided that this time he would do just that. And so began our first Disney trip the following spring.

Walt Disney World was much different then. There were only two theme parks—the Magic Kingdom and the recently opened Epcot Center—and only a handful of Disney hotels. We didn’t technically stay at a Disney resort; we stayed at the Viscount Hotel, across the street from the Disney Village Marketplace (more recently known as Downtown Disney and currently Disney Springs), so we were basically on Disney property.

This was my first memory of WDW, and boy did it make an impression on me! We did a lot of great things on that trip, incluidng a character breakfast with Chip ‘n’ Dale on the Empress Lilly, dinner at the Polynesian Luau, and visits to the parks, of course. The trip got our family hooked on Disney World. My parents wanted to come back each year, but needed to figure out a way to do that without breaking the bank, and Disney had a solution: Fort Wilderness Campground. We had always been campers, and had a pop-up camper that we used for shorter trips during the summer—mostly in local campgrounds and state parks. Since we already had a camper, staying at Fort Wilderness was a natural choice; we just had to tow the camper a little farther—over a thousand miles this time!

And so began our yearly spring break treks to Walt Disney World. Our trips weren’t extravagant, but as kids we thought they were great. The theming of Fort Wilderness was perfect for me and my two older brothers. On top of that, the Contemporary Resort was just a boat ride away, and had what any kid growing up in the 1980s would love—a gigantic arcade known as the Fiesta Fun Center. And once we were at the Contemporary, getting anywhere else was easy, thanks to the monorail.

We usually only went to one park each year, but since there were only two parks at that time it didn’t really seem like a big deal to us. There was a seemingly endless amount of activities at Fort Wilderness, and Disney World as a whole, to keep us plenty busy. We would visit the now-closed River Country water park, Discovery Island zoological park in the middle of Bay Lake, and rent bikes or canoes for the day. As time went on and my older brothers moved out and started their own families and it got to be just me and my parents on Disney trips, my dad started to get a little tired of lugging that pop-up camper all the way down to Florida each year, so we started staying at Value resorts during our visits to the park.

When I met my wife I was thrilled to find out that she, too, grew up visiting Disney World each year. For our honeymoon, I don’t think either of us gave it a second thought: we were going to Disney World. We had a magical honeymoon at Wilderness Lodge, with a Disney cruise tacked on. We assumed we’d vacation at Disney World each year, just as we’d done when we were kids, but reality (and kids of our own) set in. Our visits became less frequent.

On one of those visits, we noticed that Disney was going to be giving a presentation on the Disney Vacation Club (DVC) My wife wanted to go and listen to it, but I was hesitant. We had a bad timeshare presentation experience once, and I didn’t want to go through that again. Plus, wasn’t the Disney Vacation Club for rich people? Despite these reservations, we decided to attend.

We were pleasantly surprised to find that it was a very informative and low-pressure presentation, and both of us really liked what we heard. I started running the numbers in my head and began to realize that joining the DVC might be just the thing to enable us to resume our yearly visits to Disney World. The hardest part would be coming up with the money to buy in, but I figured I could sell my travel trailer and use that money to buy into the club. And while there are recurring yearly costs for owning a DVC contract (maintenance fees), I reasoned that I would still be ahead because these fees would be much less than what I was paying for insurance, storage, and maintenance on my travel trailer. There were also financing options for buying in, but I really didn’t want to go down that route if I didn’t have to. The biggest revelation to me in all of this was that we could lock in our yearly vacations at today’s prices for the next 40–50 years!

As great as it all sounded, there was something holding us back. I wanted to do more research. I’m not one to make big financial decisions on a whim. So we gathered as much information as we could from that presentation, packed it in our suitcases, and took it home with us. The real work was soon to come.

Once we returned home, I started on a massive quest to research DVC as thoroughly as I possibly could and make sure it was the right thing for our family. What I found through my research amazed me. There was a way to buy into DVC at a fraction of the cost that I was quoted in the presentation, something that many folks overlook or just simply aren’t aware of: resale DVC contracts.

My original intention for this book was to take a detailed look at the process of buying a resale DVC contract. Instead, I decided to take a more holistic approach, first looking at how to determine if DVC is right for you, then how to buy into DVC, and finally how to best use your DVC contract. Along the way I will detail everything you need to know to make informed decisions.

It is not my intention with this book to convince you to buy into the Disney Vacation Club. I’m sure my enthusiasm for DVC will show through, but I realize that it’s not for everybody. The worst thing that you can do is buy into DVC when it is really not the best fit for you.

But if it is a great fit, I want to help you realize that dream.


ONE

What Is the Disney Vacation Club?

Throughout this book I will give you a detailed look at all the different aspects of the Disney Vacation Club, buying and using DVC, discounts, tricks, and more. But before looking at the finer details of buying and using the Disney Vacation Club, let me first introduce you to it. This chapter is the short “Cliff’s Notes” explanation of DVC. Let’s dive in!

Disney has often called the DVC program the “best-kept secret” of Disney vacationing, and that must be true because I’m amazed at times when I tell people I’m a member of the Disney Vacation Club and find out they have no idea of what that means—usually they think it’s a discount club. Simply put, DVC is a pre-paid vacation—a timeshare. The word “timeshare” often raises red flags and is enough to scare people off. Many of us have sat through long timeshare presentations after we’ve been told we’ve won a “free” vacation or received a “free” gift.

The first experience I had attending a timeshare presentation was horrible. My wife and I were approaching our first anniversary and one day she received a call offering a free weekend stay at one of our favorite hotels, along with a free dinner at an upscale restaurant. This sounded terrific to her; some might even say it sounded “too good to be true”. My wife decided she would surprise me by booking this “free” vacation. The only stipulation was attending a “short” sales tour of their timeshare property, and my wife was assured we were under no obligation to buy. She sprung the trip on me and it sounded great to me, too; how bad could the sales tour be, right?

We were both so very wrong, as we were about to find out.

While the hotel stay was great, the sales tour was horrible, and one of the worst experiences of our lives. The tour itself was long, but fairly uneventful. After we were taken around the property to see the various amenities, each couple was seated at a round table in a large room so that we could talk with a sales associate. These highly energetic people told us about their deals, which of course were only good if we signed up on the spot that day. I told the first sales associate that, while their property was beautiful, we didn’t have the money to purchase into their timeshare. Immediately, they started in with financing options. I countered that I don’t like to make big financial decisions like this on the spot and prefer to have time to weigh all options and make a more educated and informed decision. Finally, the sales associate relented and told us we would have to meet with his supervisor before we could leave.

When his supervisor came over, she went through the exact same spiel to try to get us to buy in, and we gave the exact same arguments as to why we wouldn’t be buying it. Finally, she also relented, but informed us that we would have to meet with the sales manager before we could leave. She brought over her sales manager, and this guy was a piece of work. He would not take no for an answer. We felt trapped by this point, and my blood was starting to boil. He asked me why we didn’t want to buy their timeshare and I repeated that my wife and I don’t like to make big decisions without taking time to weigh all options and make an informed decision. At this point, the sales manager turns to my wife with a wry smirk on his face and says “Boy, it sounds like if you’re at the grocery store and want to buy something, you have to call your husband first to see if it’s ok”.

I’m usually fairly mild mannered, but that made me lose it. I stood up and screamed at the guy that he had no right to speak to us like this and let him know that he personally insulted me. Keep in mind, there was a room full of other families meeting with sales people wanting to buy in, so the sales manager was begging me to stop screaming. His sales associate was in tears, as was my wife. We left there and I felt terrible that I had lost my temper and made my wife cry (I didn’t care too much about the sales associate being in tears), so I apologized to my wife for losing control.

Needless to say, this experience soured both of us on the prospect of ever purchasing a timeshare.

Fast forward ten years. Although I was a huge Disney World fan I was wary of the Disney Vacation Club because I already knew that it was a timeshare. When I finally took a good, hard look at DVC, I was pleased to find that, while it is similar to a timeshare in that you are buying a real-estate interest in a Disney resort, it is different in that it offers so much more flexibility, and the sales associates are not high pressure as was the case with our previous timeshare experience. Unlike a traditional, fixed-week timeshare, the Disney Vacation Club is a points-based system. The number of vacation points you buy is based on your vacationing habits—which resorts you typically stay at, what type of room, time of the year, etc. Once you buy into the program, you receive vacation points each year that you can use however you would like. You can stay for one night, two nights, a week, or however long you want as long as you have enough points. The Disney Vacation Club offers such flexibility to accommodate all types of vacationers. You can stay at any time of year as long as there is availability at the time you book your vacation. Most would assume that joining DVC locks you into vacationing only at a Disney resort, but that’s not the case—there are literally thousands of other resorts around the world where you can use your vacation points. The two key aspects of the Disney Vacation Club that sold me on it were its flexibility and the financial benefits and perks of being a DVC member.

So, at this point you may be asking: “What’s so great about paying a large sum of money now so that you can vacation in the future?”

It’s simple: you are essentially locking in today’s prices for the next 50 years. The number of points required to reserve a room does not increase over time like the cost of a hotel room typically would increase year after year. In fact, in many cases buying a DVC contract will pay for itself in the first 5–10 years that you own it, and sometimes even less when you take into account all of the discounts you are eligible for as a DVC member. It is important to note that there are recurring costs involved with a DVC purchase. Each year you will have to pay maintenance fees on your contract. The amount of these fees varies based on your home resort and the number of points that you own. We will get into the financial details of a DVC purchase in subsequent chapters of this book.

As a DVC member, you will receive many perks and discounts that other Disney guests don’t receive. Some of these perks include shopping and dining discounts, access to special events, and discounts on annual passes. You also have more room choices—DVC has everything from deluxe studios that sleep 4–5 guests, all the way up to three-bedroom grand villas that sleep 9–12 guests. All DVC rooms have some sort of kitchen, whether a small kitchenette with a microwave, sink, and mini fridge in the studios, or a full kitchen in the one-bedroom and larger rooms.

You may wonder why a kitchen in your room is a perk—you’re on vacation, right? Why would you want a kitchen? It is a great way to save money at Disney. The food at WDW is great, but taking a family out to eat for three meals a day isn’t cheap, especially at the table-service restaurants. Having a kitchen allows you to save both time and money, even if you use it for just one meal per day. For example, if you want to get to the parks early in the morning to beat the crowds, whip up a quick breakfast in your room and you’re on your way.

Another great feature of DVC is that Disney gives you the option of using up to 3 years of points in one shot by “banking” and “borrowing” points, allowing for a truly magical vacation experience. There are many ways to maximize your vacation points using the banking and borrowing features—this is a subject we will explore in much more detail later on in this book. Again, the key idea behind DVC is flexibility—Disney wants their vacation club members to have as many options as possible because not everyone vacations the same way.

The DVC presence at Walt Disney World has grown exponentially since its introduction in 1992, and it shows no signs of slowing down. DVC started with one resort in WDW in 1992 and there are now nearly a dozen DVC resorts on property. Disney has also expanded to locations in Hawaii (Disney’s Aulani Resort), California (Disney’s Grand Californian Resort at Disneyland), South Carolina (Disney Hilton Head Island Resort), and Florida’s Atlantic Coast (Disney’s Vero Beach Resort). While DVC resorts offer a lot for members, it is also a huge financial benefit to the Disney Company. More members means more people in the parks, more people buying souvenirs, and more people buying food. More members means more people visiting the resort year after year.

In fact, the demand for DVC has grown so much recently that Disney has a tough time keeping up. If you look at resort expansions over the past 10 years at Walt Disney World, most of it has been building new DVC resorts or adding a DVC component to existing resorts, as was recently done at both the Grand Floridian and Polynesian Village. Disney has a hard time filling deluxe hotel rooms, especially during slow times of the year. There just aren’t enough people who can afford deluxe resorts, and many that can afford it still opt for the moderate or even value resorts. But, as any DVC member who has tried to get a reservation at a DVC resort less than 7 months before their trip knows, DVC resorts book up fast!

The amount of points required to stay at a DVC resort varies widely by the resort, type of room, and season of the year. DVC resorts typically have five different seasons, ranging from the Adventure Season that includes the least busiest times of the year (January and September) to the Premier Season which includes the busiest times (spring break and Christmas/New Year’s). One of the great things about being a DVC member is that when you are booking a DVC resort, you don’t have to put down a monetary deposit, because you’ve already paid for it up front when you purchased your contract.

As mentioned earlier, DVC members are not locked into staying exclusively at a Disney resort. These destinations are broken into three categories: the Disney Collection, the Concierge Collection, and the World Collection. The Disney Collection includes all non-DVC Disney destinations such as non-DVC Walt Disney World and Disneyland hotels and the Disney Cruise Line. The Concierge Collection is a group of popular vacation destinations around the world that have been hand-picked by Disney. It includes European destinations, mountain and ski resorts, beach resorts, and cosmopolitan city destinations. The World Collection has by far the most destinations available. It is available through point exchanges with both RCI and the Buena Vista Trading Company. RCI is the largest vacation exchange program in the world, offering weekly and nightly point exchanges at just about any vacation experience you could possibly imagine. The Buena Vista Trading Company offers a portfolio that includes Club Cordial with destinations in Austria and Italy, as well as Club Intrawest with ski, beach, and golf destinations in Canada, Mexico, and the United States.

One aspect of the Disney Vacation Club that differs from typical hotel stays is the way that housekeeping services work. When you stay at a DVC resort, your stay is meant to feel like you are at your home away from home. As such, you won’t receive daily housekeeping services, because Disney wants you to have as much privacy as possible. For stays of seven or fewer nights, Disney will provide what is called Trash and Towel Services, typically on day four of your stay. The Trash and Towel service includes emptying the trash and installing new garbage can liners, providing fresh bathroom towels, replacing shampoo facial soap and bath soap, replenishing facial tissues, paper towels, toilet paper, coffee (including sugar and cream), dishwashing liquid, dishwasher detergent, sponges, and laundry detergent. If you are staying eight or more nights at a DVC resort, a full cleaning service will be provided on day four and Trash and Towel service will be provided on day eight, with the cycle repeating again on day twelve. The Full
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