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    FAMILY GUIDE TO

    BUDGET TRAVEL

    Dear Reader,

    I'm so thrilled you have acquired The Everything® Family Guide to Budget Travel. This topic is so broad it's difficult to cover “everything.” In this book I've tried to encapsulate the best places for affordable family travel that I've come across in eleven years of writing about the world.

    Even when your family travels to places you've been time and again, you'll continue to learn new things — about the destination, about traveling, and about each other. I encourage you to chronicle your travels with your family. Take thousands of silly pictures. Write everything down in a travel journal. Go places where the whole family can learn about other cultures, interesting foods, and cool customs.

    This book is full of travel secrets and trip suggestions. But love is in the details, so do your homework! Thoroughly review websites before booking tickets. Things like last-minute travel deals and hot-button specials can change in the blink of an eye, so check often. Never be afraid to ask tough questions — after all, it's your money!

    And remember, family doesn't have to be limited to mom or dad or the kids … family can also include friends, coworkers, and even your pet. Travel with people you care about and want to spend time with. That's what makes great family travel, and that's what makes traveling fun!

    Kelly Merritt
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  FAMILY GUIDES


  Everything® Family Guides are designed to be the perfect traveling companions. Whether you're traveling within a tight family budget or feeling the urge to splurge, you will find all you need to create a memorable family vacation. Review this book to give you great ideas before you travel, and stick it in your backpack or diaper bag to use as a quick reference guide for activities, attractions, and excursions. You'll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures.
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  Details to make your trip more enjoyable
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  Plan ahead for fun without sun

  
[image: ] Just for Parents

  Appealing information for moms and dads

  When you're done reading, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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  Hundreds of fun

  family vacations to fit any budget!

  Kelly Merritt
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  Avon, Massachusetts


  This book is dedicated to my precious nieces, for whom I would travel the world, Savannah and Sierra Johnson. I love you dearly and thank you for introducing me to the world through your eyes.


  Top Ten Tips for Successful Family Budget Travel

  
    	Remember that spending quality time together is the most important part of family travel.

    	Be realistic: Only take trips you know you can comfortably afford.

    	Avoid destinations that don't appear legitimate. If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.

    	Work with an outfitter whenever possible, especially when traveling to remote destinations.

    	Save, save, save. Expand your destination options by saving for your trip in advance.

    	All-inclusive vacations are tempting because they can limit the number of times you have to reach for your wallet. But be sure to check for “hidden” expenses before booking travel.

    	Consider taking an educational vacation — it's a great opportunity for your family to learn something together.

    	Long-term travel planning can help you save, but some of the best deals are for last-minute weekend getaways.

    	Combine business or trips to see extended family with your vacation for extra savings.

    	Can't decide where to go on a day trip? Put ten doable destinations in a hat and let each family member draw one each month until you've been to each.

  


  Introduction

  Traveling as a family is a great way to spend quality time together. From day trips to long-term travel, adventure, ecotourism, and educational travel are increasingly popular family activities. As a result, destinations are responding to demand with great deals and more flexibility to accommodate families on a budget.

  There are many ways to save on travel and still have a wonderful vacation. Bringing food from home for staple meals, dining out only to enjoy special regional cuisine, and taking day trips until enough money is saved for a long-term trip, are just a couple of ways to save money. Packing equipment like mountain bikes and Frisbees saves on activities at a destination. Combining a business trip with vacation can cut trip expenses in half. There are so many ways to get out of town without it costing a fortune.

  Long-term planning is all about patience. With patience and a little fiscal discipline, you can go just about anywhere. Some families plan months, even years in advance for major destinations. They save diligently and only take their vacation when they have the funds. Patience puts travel within reach that's otherwise unaffordable if you're willing to wait until you save enough to make it happen.

  For families who love last-minute travel, travel bargains abound. But these hot deals can change in seconds, so diligence is a must. Signing up for every travel newsletter and watching for specials every day are the keys to getting the best deals.

  Until you can set aside enough funds to take an adventure of a lifetime, travel close to home. Family budget travel is all about being able to have a nice vacation with those you love, without spending so much money that it stresses family finances. Travel only when it will alleviate stress, not cause it. There are enough weekend getaways and day trips that won't break the bank to satiate the wanderlust of even the most travel-loving families.

  This book will help you find ways to travel to the places you love and discover new destinations your family can experience together within your budget. How to understand the economy of travel and what you need to do to prepare for your trip are also important things to know if you're going to travel within budget. This is a broad topic, but many of the tips in this book will apply to any destination you choose. Use this book as your guide to make the right choices and select destinations that will have everyone smiling on your next vacation.

  Happy travels!


  
CHAPTER 1

  A Vacation Doesn't Have to Break the Bank

  It's a common tale. You and your family need to get away to spend some quality time together. But between homework, careers, soccer practice, and getting dinner on the table, time is limited. Most families are on a tight budget. Travel options are numerous, so it's easy to get confused. With so many vacations to choose from, travel options can seem like salt in the ocean. Relax! Travel planning can be fun.

  The World Is Your Playground

  So many places to go. How to choose, when the world can be your playground? Today, families are positively besieged with promotional messages about resorts, hotels, destinations, and travel package deals. The number of advertisements is overwhelming, but the good news is that this competition between resorts and destinations for your business puts you and your family in the driver's seat. You can go anywhere if you plan and budget in advance.

  “Kids eat and stay for free,” “two-for-one,” and “get a free night” deals abound online, so why not start there? In this book you'll find hundreds of tips and resources for the best travel destinations and places for finding the hottest travel specials that are just right for you.

  As you begin your research, keep in the back of your mind that once you confirm a trip you are unlikely to be able to make significant changes to your plan without financial penalties. Most travel companies will allow you to make alterations to your itinerary, but it is usually at an additional cost to you. Request a change and that $235 plane ticket deal could morph into $500 or more, with change fees and fare differences factored in. With marketers dangling enticing deals around every corner, it will be tempting to book travel quickly. Proceed with caution and always read the small print. Travel deals come up every day. To avoid impulse purchases, make a short list of where you want to travel. Then consider your choices and make your reservations. By using the web, your good sense, and keeping your budget in mind, you really can make the world your playground.
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    Keep in mind, special deals change hourly — that's right, hourly. To get the most out of your trip, become adept at using the Internet and tracking frequently updated sites for the latest travel deals.

  

  Off-Season Travel Deals

  Everyone wants to be married in May, cruise Alaska in July, and ski Snowbird in December. But how about the off-season? Family travelers willing to be flexible with their schedules can save up to half the cost of a traditional vacation by traveling in the off-season.

  Vacation rental houses, apartments, and condos, whether at the beach or in the mountains, are typically more affordable during autumn than during peak months of summer or winter. Property owners are more flexible when it comes to price. The construction boom in recent years has increased the number of vacation properties and made rental property owners more willing to negotiate with renters. Do your homework: be sure to ask questions and obtain prices on more than one property.

  Places that are very busy during the winter months, like ski resorts, are slow during summer months. Places that enjoy booming business during warm-weather months, like beach resorts, are looking for business during cold-weather months. It's a matter of thinking in opposites. The popular Killington, Vermont, ski resort may appear to be just for skiing, but in the off-season it becomes a mountain biking oasis. The weather is mild and crowds are at a minimum. Families can enjoy hiking, horseback riding, and biking with some of the northeast's most majestic mountains in the background. Nearby family-friendly shopping and the site of unforgettable landscapes complete a Vermont package that can be had for a song compared to the price during ski season.

  Deciding Where, When, and How Long to Go

  When deciding where to travel, several factors should be considered. How far do you want to go from home? Will you need pet care? If so, you'll need to budget for that. How much time can the kids be away from their activities or school? Does your family have frequent-flier miles? What are the top ten destinations your family would like to visit? Can you combine your vacation with a visit to your favorite aunt and uncle?

  By visiting friends and family you can kill two birds with one stone. You know Aunt Esther would love to meet the kids, but little Stevie loves dolphins and you've promised to take him to an aquarium. Suppose you only have two weeks allotted for vacation — you can't do both. This is where your research can really swoop in and help you save big. There are aquariums all over the country — Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, and Maryland to name a few locations. See Chapter 18 for a complete list. If Aunt Esther lives in Birmingham, she's a hop, skip, and a jump from Atlanta's world-renowned Atlanta Aquarium. You'll have no trouble thinking up great two-for-one vacations for your family to enjoy.

  Who says you can't mix business with pleasure? You can, and taking the family along on a business trip is a great way to stretch your travel dollar. Sure, you'll have work to do while you're away. But nearly every major city is teeming with low-cost or free activities your family can enjoy while you're at that trade show or conference. Bookend a business trip with a few extra days and you'll be joining them in no time. If your business trip is from Monday to Thursday, consider adding a weekend stay-over. Chances are your company is paying for your flight or mileage, so in bringing the family you're saving the cost of one air ticket — yours.
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    The easiest way to plan the length of a trip is to tally the number of days you can be gone from work, home, school, and so on, and then subtract two days for travel time. Anything can happen while you're away (car trouble or flight delays, for example) and allowing the two additional days to leave and to return will minimize stress. You'll be glad you planned the buffer to bookend your trip.

  

  You may be working during the day and even some nights, particularly if your job is in sales where entertaining clients is part of the job. But even then, your spouse and the kids can enjoy time together away from the everyday stresses of home. Save the best activities to do as a family until the weekend. When it's time to close the briefcase, you and your family can go have fun. Plus, you'll have extra spending money — thanks to the money you saved on your airline ticket, gas, or mileage.

  “Stay-cations”

  At-home vacations, also known as stay-cations, are among the latest trends in budget vacationing. It may surprise you to learn how many great activities are waiting to be discovered right in your backyard.

  How many times have you driven by a local museum and scolded yourself for not going? Your local Armory or civic center is hosting another festival — if only you had time to check it out. Your neighbor mentioned a new petting zoo on the outskirts of town, but it's not on your to-do list. Could it be that instead of traveling, you should stay home on your next vacation?
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    A stay-cation is a great way to discover your community. If you live in a small town, look into activities in neighboring counties and towns as well as your own. Historical home sites, festivals, events, and activities abound in America, and practically every community is full of fun, easy things to do. The effort lies in finding them.

  

  Planning Your Stay-cation Activities

  Nonprofit groups, who don't have enough funds to advertise extensively, organize some of the best events and activities. A notice in the local paper, public service announcement on cable, or some fliers in the church bulletin are all they can usually afford. So how do you find them? Organizations that host events for the public, especially where food and alcohol are served, must have a permit. Your town hall will likely have a list of those upcoming events. Visit their website's calendar of events page. Visit your community library and check out the bulletin board. Your local coffee shop also is a wealth of information on community happenings. Organizations often hold events at local churches, which often list the events taking place on their property on the Internet, even if the organization isn't affiliated with the church.

  If you live in an urban or suburban area, check with your local convention and visitor's bureau. They will have the information you need on historical farms where you can enjoy family activities like picking your own pumpkins or strawberries, pawing through back-road antique stores, and much, much more.

  
    
[image: ] Travel Tip

    Treat your stay-cation as a real vacation — relax, but get up and out of the house. Experts agree that too much time spent sitting around the house or on the couch actually drains energy.

  

  Local entertainment publications are your best bet for finding out about concerts, events, and the like. Some may contain editorial content that is not family oriented and advertising unsuitable for little eyes. But most also contain community event sections that list everything from concerts to “mommy and me” groups. On a legal pad, make a list of all the events of interest to your family and set it aside.

  Make a Date

  Parents know how hard it is to schedule time for each other. Your family's stay-cation is the perfect opportunity to have an old-fashioned date — with each other! Call your babysitter or day care center. Make sure they're available to watch the kids. Here are some tips for a great stay-cation date.

  
    	Recreate your first date or the night you got engaged.

    	Have dinner and watch a movie at home. Serve a meal that compliments the film.

    	Schedule a couple's massage at a nearby spa.

    	Wine and dine each other — order a bottle of your favorite wine with dinner.

  

  On the day of your date, make sure you're rested. Don't be tempted to do chores or work around the house. Focus on the time you're planning to spend with your spouse. Consider picking up his or her favorite chocolate, flowers, or wine. Plan to “meet” for a cocktail in the kitchen before your date — even if it's just seltzer water. Take your time getting ready for your date. At dinner or whatever your date entails, leave work and the kids out of your conversation. Practice being present in the moment and focus completely on each other. Many couples forget as time goes on what makes their partner feel happy, loved, or appreciated. Ask each other those questions. After all, the answers may have changed. Above all, have a fun, relaxing time and enjoy each other's company. The kids will be back before you know it!

  Stay-cation Cuisine

  Next step? Where to eat! Trying new restaurants is part of the fun of traveling together. Now is the time to decide where you want to eat while you and your family are enjoying your stay-cation. Think about what's available in your area. Are there restaurants you haven't tried? A type of cuisine you haven't yet experienced? A new restaurant that just opened? Get your legal pad and make a list.

  Once you've narrowed your list down to a few restaurants to try while you're on your stay-cation, devote some thought to meals you've always wanted to cook for your family. Spend an hour watching the Food Channel. Pick up a copy of Cooking Light magazine from the supermarket. Search the Internet for “special-occasion recipes” or dig out that old cookbook you got for Christmas years ago. Select a few dishes the family can make together. Forget the same old chicken-and-rice concoctions. When deciding on your recipes, go for the gusto — after all, you're on stay-cation!

  Putting It All Together

  Once you've made a list of all the events you and your family would like to attend, restaurants to try, and meals to prepare, it's time to sit down together and make some choices. Why not make a fun evening out of it? Make enough copies of the pages from your note pad for every family member. Pick a time when the whole family is together. Provide copies of your list and a magic marker to each family member. Have each family member circle the events or activities they want to do. Everyone should choose two restaurants and two meals. When they're finished, collect the sheets and calculate the results.

  Last-Minute Getaways

  To get the best of the last-minute getaways it's essential to register for and read online travel newsletters. They may be made up of words and pictures, but for the family budget traveler they hold the gold. You can register to receive airline travel newsletters for flight deals from just about every major airline. Each travel newsletter is packed with deals for weekend, holiday, and last-minute travel specials. These newsletters are distributed via e-mail at frequent intervals, typically spotlighting travel for the approaching weekend. The caveat is that usually you must be able to leave on the upcoming weekend and stay over that Saturday night. If you're not looking to venture too far from home, a last-minute getaway might be just the ticket.

  Waiting 'til Wednesday Can Help You Save Big on Airfare

  As the economy continues to flip-flop, last-minute getaways, which are often cheaper than advance bookings, are becoming increasingly popular. All of the nation's major airlines offer last-minute deals on flights both domestically and internationally. These fares, called everything from e-Savers to NetSAAvers to One-Passes, are each generally a fraction of the cost of a regular-fare ticket. Most of the time, information on these deals arrives via e-mail or RSS feed on Wednesdays, although some airlines like American and United send their discounted last-minute fare deals every Tuesday. You can visit any major airline website and sign up to receive regular notices about airline discounts. With these last-minute deals, a regular roundtrip flight that usually costs $379 can be decreased to $79 each way on an e-Saver from US Airways, for example. International flights that can cost upward of $1,000 per person can be reduced to $289 roundtrip on a Delta last-minute flight deal, depending on occupancy and other factors. Sounds great, right? These deals provide a great way to save money, but there are drawbacks. Last-minute travel typically requires flexibility in your schedule — you have to be able to leave home on short notice — something that many families can't do, and destinations are limited.

  Easy Ways to Pay for Last-Minute Travel

  Let's face it: most families on a budget don't have the disposable income to fly a family of four on a moment's notice. Thankfully, there are so many lodging choices that offer last-minute deals, you don't have to get on a plane to enjoy a last-minute vacation. There are, however, ways to plan for last-minute travel. One way is to start a family fund for last-minute travel. Ask everyone in the family to contribute to it. Older kids can mow lawns or babysit to do their share. Younger kids can do extra chores around the house to earn a dollar for the last-minute travel pot. Before long, you'll have a nice travel nest egg. When that last-minute travel discount to Mexico you've been waiting for pops up in your inbox, you'll be ready to go.

  Another way to pay for last-minute travel deals is to accumulate frequent-flier miles. Are your credit cards attached to any rewards programs? They should be. An increasing number of Americans have learned the hard way that paying with credit is a losing game. However, paying with credit attached to a rewards program can also create wealth in the form of travel and discounts. Companies like American Express have aggressive cardholder rewards programs.
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    Paying your bills with travel rewards credit cards actually pays you back. Miles you receive are valid on the card's airline affiliate, hotels, and vacation packages.

  

  Often when you purchase airline tickets with an airline credit card, you can increase your miles.

  Frequent travelers in the know often pay a large portion of their bills with travel rewards credit cards, and pay off those cards immediately with the cash they would have used to pay the bills in the first place. Sound like a hassle? It's not when you consider the free travel miles you'll accumulate as a result.

  Places You Can Go

  Last-minute travel discounts don't apply to every destination. In fact, you can expect to see anywhere from ten to fifty last-minute deals per discount notice, just a fraction of the places that are probably on your list of desired destinations. If you can be flexible, you'll have an easier time being a last-minute traveling family. The key to last-minute travel is preparedness. Keep a running list of places you and your family would like to go. Make a list by season — where would you and your family most like to go to witness the changing of the leaves? Google “fall foliage” and the name of your state to find out which resorts or hoteliers are offering last-minute getaways for fall foliage. Winter blues? Watch online for snow reports and find out which resorts have snow. Snowshoeing is fast becoming one of the most popular winter sports, and it's a fraction of the cost of skiing. Why not take a day trip to a nearby mountain for hot cocoa and snowshoeing together? Summer is perhaps the easiest season to plan a last-minute getaway to a neighboring beach. But during those months often the deals don't seem much like discounts. Consider a lake or river vacation. You can even inquire about lakeside camping, which can be worlds cheaper than renting a hotel room. And don't forget to book last-minute travel in the off-season. In the off-season, last-minute deals gain nuclear strength, as resorts struggle to pay the bills in slower months. For example, ski resorts become hiking and mountain biking paradise in summer months, and the rates can be cut in half.

  Last-Minute Resources

  Chances are your state government maintains a tourism division. Visit your state's website and look for links to any hotel, motel, lodging, or hospitality associations. These associations are membership organizations whose member properties often must meet certain criteria to belong — cleanliness, involvement in the community, and participation in state-sponsored tourism campaigns. These properties are likely to be trustworthy when it comes to honoring last-minute deals and discounts.

  Contact nearby (within reasonable drive time) hotels or resorts you're interested in visiting. Ask them to add you to their newsletter distribution, or ask the property's reservationist how you can find out about last-minute discounts. For destinations at a greater distance, check destination state and adjacent city websites for tourism information and hospitality associations. There you'll find a wealth of information pertaining to last-minute travel.

  There are many last-minute travel websites now online. Choose popular travel websites; obscure sites are obscure for a reason. Either they're too new to have buzz, or they're risky. By the same token, mammoth sites like Travelocity or Expedia are so large it can be irritating to wade through thousands of travel deals when you just want some ideas.

  One easy-to-use website is Kayak.com (www.kayak.com). This site provides low fares from hundreds of sources. Your luck in landing a great deal is increased by flexible dates. You can find “fire sales” which airlines offer sporadically, but the fares are incredibly low. Airfare Watchdog (www.airfarewatchdog.com) includes fares from airlines great and small and often posts airfares faster than other discount airfare sites.

  For hotels, often going straight to the source can provide just as much information. Love brand loyalty? Be sure to contact your favorite hotel chain and ask to be placed on their newsletter distribution. Omni Hotels often offer packages in select cities and towns that might not be listed on a travel site. One hotel website called HotelChatter.com (www.hotelchatter.com) not only provides information on fares, but also an honest review of the best hotel for the buck, amenities, and cost information.

  Packing for a Last-Minute Trip

  Now that you've become an expert on last-minute travel, you'll need a last-minute travel bag, prepacked with a set of your family's toothbrushes, toiletries, and other essentials. It won't matter how good a deal is — you'll miss it if you're not ready to travel. When that two-for-one deal flashes across your computer screen from Ohio's Cedar Point, the roller coaster capital of the world, you'll be ready! The following checklist will help:

  
    	Medium-sized backpack or roller bag that doubles as a backpack

    	Travel-size toothbrushes, toothpaste, Handi-wipes, baby powder, Neosporin, band-aids, bug spray, and cuticle clippers

    	Over-the-counter medications: Children's Tylenol, Benadryl, and Sudafed

    	Copies of family identification (preferably children's birth certificates and parents' passports)

    	Printed list of important phone numbers and e-mail addresses

    	For warm-weather travel, a pair of flip-flops for each family member

    	Power bars and age-appropriate prewrapped snacks

  

  Some of the items listed may be surprising, but they can make the difference between smiling and screaming children. If too much walking causes a blister on someone's heel — hey, you've got flip-flops. Baby powder prevents chafing. Cuticle clippers are for more than trimming hangnails — they can extract splinters from tiny hands. Your printed list of important contacts will come in handy if you lose your phone and need to call for a replacement. And with some airlines charging $5 per snack box, snacks such as power bars and fruit roll ups brought from home can save a family of four $20 or more.

  Traveling with families doesn't have to be stressful. The key is preparation. Be prepared for life's little last-minute emergencies. When they happen, you'll be ready.


  
CHAPTER 2

  Planning Your Vacation

  Half the fun of going someplace is getting there, and with travel, getting there involves research and planning. It's easier to save money when your trip is well planned and especially when your vacation is combined with a trip to see relatives or for business. Working together, your family can construct a budget and choose activities. You'll enjoy watching your family's anticipation grow with every step in the planning process. Hey, it can even be fun! Vacation planning can bring the whole gang together. Planning, of course, is part of the journey.

  Vacations That Do Double Duty

  Combining vacations with trips to visit relatives or for business is a great way to save money. The benefits of merging a vacation with a trip to see Grandma or a work-related event can include less time away from work, fewer miles on the car, and a much cheaper transportation bill overall.

  Family Vacations to Visit Friends and Family

  Transportation savings significantly increase when a family doesn't have to fly to a destination, and many parents don't mind a long car ride if it means saving hundreds, even thousands of dollars over flying. And practically any family can find a destination that's within “drive time” of their place of residence. Typical “drive time” (otherwise known as the distance most families are willing to drive to reach a vacation destination) for the American family used to be about five hours. This is the distance many resorts and visitors' bureaus use to measure how far away they will market their destination. Most families have their own set drive time, or the maximum time they'll spend in the car. However, destinations and the people who market them spend the majority of their advertising dollars on reaching families close enough to make a trip to their resort in the typical drive time of about five hours. You may be just outside their reach, but your relatives just a few hours away might see ads for nearby destination specials all the time.
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    To find out about the best deals from a destination resort or attraction you want to visit, keep an open mind with regard to your drive time. For most families, their set drive time has increased with the downturn of the economy.

  

  Make a list of relatives you would like to visit. Research area attractions near their hometowns. Tell your relatives you're planning a family vacation. Ask them to keep an eye out for specials, and do the same for them. Register for updates and specials on attraction websites. Be ready to travel on a few days notice. Stock up on time off if possible, and start a vacation fund in a cookie jar.

  Shaving Extra Travel Time Off Your Trip

  Even on shorter trips where the drive time is just a few hours, smart family travelers know that between packing the car, driving to the destination, unpacking and getting settled, you have to allow for two days of travel time. Let's say you've planned a vacation, and the following month are going to visit your in-laws. Taking these two separate trips means taking four days off from work just to get to and from your destination. Sure it's fun to go away twice, but if you're on a serious budget, it pays to rethink your vacation destination.

  Perhaps there are some amazing attractions or things to do near the town where your in-laws live. Add a couple of days onto the trip you're already taking to visit relatives, and you're still saving two days of travel time by rolling both trips into one. Families who combine a vacation with a family visit have to take fewer days off from work, use less gasoline, pay less for food and hotels, and the list goes on and on.

  Mix Business with Pleasure for Big Savings

  How does combining business with pleasure save your family money? It would seem the obvious answer is in gasoline, but that's only part of the equation. A family will realize savings when combining business travel with a vacation because the business traveler's lodging, meals, and transportation costs are covered. Combining travel with a visit to relatives can save you money, but mixing business travel with a vacation can really rack up the savings. Are there work-related destinations you need to visit? Perhaps you have been meaning to call on a client several hours from home, but it sure seems like a long way.

  The savings continue to pile up if a family joins one of its members traveling on business. Say dad has a convention in Orlando and his company is flying him to the convention. Orlando is a convention capital and home to some of the world's most famous amusement parks. Dad flies for free and the rest of the family joins him on the last day of the convention, meaning the family has saved a roundtrip plane ticket. Or, if dad drives to Orlando, the family can come along and enjoy time together while dad is at work. The whole family can stay a couple of extra days so dad, too, can have time off, and you're still saving two days at a minimum of travel time. Dad will be reimbursed for his mileage or gasoline expense since he was traveling to Orlando anyway. Plus, while they're in Orlando together, the family can have dinner or meet up for lunch.

  Perhaps mom has a business meeting in a neighboring state and her hotel is next to one of the country's largest water parks or best museums. Hotels like occupancy, and mom's hotel may offer a discount on additional days if she extends her stay. Mom's company picks up the tab for the duration of her work time, and your family pays a discounted rate for your stay after mom's work is finished. It's a win-win for both parties thanks to the discount for a longer stay.

  Research — Online and Hands-On

  As noted earlier in Chapter 1, the Internet has redefined the art of research. The web also makes it more difficult to decipher the factual from the promotional. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the online world of travel. A resort may look like paradise online, but if you don't learn to read between the lines, it could turn into a lemon.

  Decoding Travel Websites

  The world wide web is today's wild, wild west. Make no mistake about it: on the Internet, anything goes. Generally speaking, if that all-inclusive family vacation for four to Mexico for $500 sounds too good to be true, most likely it is. When you type “travel deals” into a search engine like Google, hundreds of travel sites will appear. These include mammoth sites like Expedia.com, Travelocity.com, PriceLine.com, Hotwire.com, TravelZoo.com and Orbitz.com, which are considered reputable travel websites. Be sure to scroll down to check out some of the lesser-known sites like Kayak.com and SmarterTravel.com that offer links to additional deals.

  Travel portals like JohnnyJet.com and SideStep.com search hundreds of travel websites and list the best discounts from all the major travel sites on one site. Via BookingBuddy.com, visitors to JohnnyJet.com can simply type their departure and destination cities, dates of travel, and number of travelers, and up comes a list of selected sites. Click on the respective logos to view travel deals. Some travelers prefer searching individual sites, but for those with less time or patience, JohnnyJet.com is a valuable clearinghouse. Note that the site also includes the best travel deals of the day on the home page, so remember to check back often for late-breaking specials.

  Field Trips to the Map or Bookstore

  A wonderful resource for your family travel planning is your local book store. If you've already decided where you would like to go, you can also call the tourism division of your destination. They can provide maps and other area information. If you have not selected your destination, physically going to a bookstore, library, or even a local map store, if your city or town has one, to view maps of the world is an educational, fun activity. Other resources include Maps.com and the Rand McNally online map site. Nothing online can hold a candle to the hands-on experience a child can get from running their fingers over the Continental Divide on a map or globe, both of these websites are great tools for you and your family to use together. (www.randmcnally.com) (www.maps.com)

  Visit the Local Library

  Educators agree on the importance of teaching children geography. Children are naturally curious. They want to know where things are. They'll want to know where your family destination is located. Start by showing them where you live, then point out your destination. A child who is curious about geography is a prime candidate for becoming a responsible steward of the planet. Your local library will have at least one atlas. An atlas can serve as a tremendous resource to help everyone arrive at a decision together.

  If you so choose, purchase an atlas. A home atlas allows for making notes in the margins and the convenience of having the atlas at your fingertips for the family to enjoy anytime — say, in the evening after dinner when the library is closed. The National Geographic Atlas of the World can be purchased on Amazon.com for anywhere from $25 to $185 depending on the edition and whether the atlas is new or used. Used cartography (map) resources can be great fun because they may contain the previous traveler's notations and comments about his journeys.
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    Each year, vacation resorts and tourism boards spend millions on marketing. You can request their media kit and marketing packages and they may even provide a DVD about the destination.

  

  Multimedia

  As you work together to choose your destination, nothing will serve you better than seeing what a destination actually looks like. Though there are many choices, choose videos such as those produced by National Geographic, Discovery Channel, and Reader's Digest. Interested in seeing America by car? You can get America's Most Scenic Drives (Readers Digest) on video from Amazon.com for $14.95. Watching the video together means more family fun. Don't forget the popcorn!

  Cancellations and Contingency Plans

  You're excited about your family's vacation. The bags are packed and the dog is already at Grandma's house. You're just about to walk out the door when something happens that requires you to cancel your trip. Cancellations happen — they're just a fact of life. Be prepared with a cancellation action plan.

  Before booking travel, be sure to carefully review all relevant cancellation policies. If you're considering a combination travel package that includes air, hotel, and rental car, be sure to review each company's policy to make sure you have all the facts. On pages where you are asked for your credit card information, most websites will ask you to read or if you have read and approved their terms and conditions, which often include their cancellation policies. Make sure you can live with the consequences before entering your credit card information. Still have questions? Call the resort, hotel, or airline to get your answers before booking.
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    Countless vacations are ruined by lousy weather. Before you click “confirm” be sure to check your weather forecast for the dates you are planning to travel. Predicting the weather is not an exact science, but such sites as Weather.com are useful resources for checking immediate weather forecasts around the world.

  

  If you're wise, you will have a contingency plan in place in case you have to cancel your family's vacation. Talk about it as you're planning your vacation. Make a list of activities your family would like to do if vacation plans change. A secondary plan will minimize stress.

  Planning for Long-Term Travel

  If your or your spouse's job requires extended travel, you'll need a long-term travel plan. Children can reap tremendous benefits from traveling. If you plan carefully, long-term travel can be one of the best opportunities your family can have for learning together.

  Remote Schooling

  Begin by talking with your child's teachers to get assignments due over the course of the time you expect to be away. Find out if you'll be expected to mail completed assignments or deliver all of them upon your return. Fill a three-ring binder with the assignments, and include a three-hole-punched slotted insert after each one. Allow your child to decorate the cover with his favorite decals or drawings. When your child completes an assignment, file it in the slotted insert. If envelopes are needed, addressing them before you leave home is ideal — one for each week you will be away. Then all you have to do is affix the correct postage and drop the envelope in the mail.

  Home Security

  If you will be away for extended periods, home security is a special concern. The best way to protect your home is to purchase a home security system. Many security companies offer free systems and installation with a service contract, starting at approximately $20 per month and increasing in cost depending on the type and level of security you desire. Putting one or more interior lights on automatic timers is one of the simplest and least expensive home security measures. They provide the illusion of occupancy. A trusted neighbor is also a valuable crime deterrent. Ask your neighbor to keep an eye on your home, and walk through the house occasionally to be sure nothing is amiss.

  House-Sitters

  A house-sitter can be an excellent security measure for your house during an extended absence. Find lists of house sitters and their qualifications at websites like HouseSittersAmerica.com and HouseCarers.com. SabbaticalHomes.com serves as a matchmaker within the academic community, helping to find housing for students and academic professionals on sabbatical or engaged in exchange programs. Have pets? Many house-sitters will also care for pets in your absence for an additional fee.

  Factoring in Extra Time for Travel

  When planning your vacation, don't cut yourself short on time. That's a good way to get into trouble. Factor in the possibility of airport delays, car rental problems, misplacing your passport, locking yourself out of your house, and directional challenges (getting lost). A little forethought will ensure that you're ready to handle whatever may occur between your house and your destination.

  Always book the earliest flight possible. Not a morning person? Decide you will be this time, because it's a necessity. Getting up at 3 a.m. instead of 6 a.m. seems unpleasant, but it's nothing compared to losing an entire day of your trip because of a missed flight. Multiplelegs of the trip — more than one flight — increase the likelihood you will miss a flight. So book direct flights to avoid connections whenever possible. If your first flight is delayed, you will likely miss your connecting flight. The later in the day you choose to fly, the greater the chances of this happening.

  The exception to the “don't take later flights” rule is the “red eye.” It typically leaves the West coast around midnight and arrives in a later time zone the following morning.

  Odds and Ends of Family Travel

  From traveling with your teenage sons and daughters to traveling with an infant, disabled child, or other family member, there are many resources at your disposal. Traveling grandparents and traveling single parents are becoming mainstream. And more families are traveling with other families to shave costs. Travel consultants for virtually every type of travel are available online to provide advice and planning tips. Trade shows are a great place to find deals and referrals for travel that's easy on the budget and family-friendly.

  Traveling with Teens

  Traveling with teens doesn't have to be difficult if you make them feel valued! Experts agree that the key to success when traveling with teens is obtaining their input. When making travel plans with your family, be sure to listen to and consider the wishes of your teen. And once on vacation, allow your teen some space to engage in an enjoyable activity. This strategy will go far toward keeping the peace for the duration of your family vacation.
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    More often grandparents and grandchildren are traveling together without parents present. The folks behind the website GrandTrvl.com organize trips to Washington, D.C., and Williamsburg; London and Paris; Alaska; Italy; and New Zealand.

  

  For an ideal vacation with teens, try a cruise. There is so much to do, and your teen can't wander across a town border or out of your sight for too long. On the other hand, if you have a troubled teen in the house, consider a vacation that's close to home. Another idea is to base a vacation on teens' curiosity about nature. A trek along a trail connects you with nature and expends excess energy, both of which bring out the best in everyone. Check out the location of the nearest national park. See Chapter 18 for a partial listing.

  Single-Parent Travel

  The Internet is rich in resources for single parents traveling with their children. One such site, SingleParentTravel.net includes single-parent blogs and connects single parents with one another to plan trips to places as exotic as Costa Rica or as local as New York City. In addition to planned trips and advertised travel deals, SingleParentTravel.net also offers feature stories about how and where to travel. Surprisingly, another resource for you is your local church, synagogue, or community center. Many of them sponsor single-parent support groups and special activities, which may include organized vacations for single parents and their children.

  And Baby Makes Three — Flying with an Infant

  Traveling with an infant can be challenging, but a little planning on your part can make things go more smoothly. Something so simple as bringing a firm pillow for baby to sleep on can make a world of difference. Pacifiers can help baby equalize his ears, and timing his feeding during takeoff will minimize stress. Germs abound on a plane, so make sure to bring hand sanitizer (purse size, no more than three and a half ounces) to use on the outside of baby's bottle and everything you touch, before you touch baby.

  Traveling with a Disabled Child or Family Member

  Disabled children are special indeed. Depending on the child's disability, parents can employ strategies to minimize complications that might arise when traveling. Keep in mind that traveling in the off-season means fewer crowds. Speak with the manager at your lodging about your child's needs and make sure they are prepared and equipped to help. Resorts like Divi Flamingo in Bonaire have outfitted a large number of rooms specifically for people with disabilities. If your child has needs that will require you to be apart from other guests, ask your hotel to reserve a room without shared walls. Many disabled children prefer familiar scenes and suffer from separation anxiety when their normal everyday routine changes. Items your child enjoys like stuffed animals, toys, or clothing can help ease his anxiety. The American Society of People with Disabilities has produced materials that contain information specifically about air travel for people with disabilities.

  Multifamily Travel

  One of the best ways to save money and increase your child's travel experience is to travel with other families. There is safety in numbers, and children have built-in playmates. In addition, traveling with other families makes bringing a sitter a more realistic option, since the cost of the sitter can be split among more than one family.

  The cost of food can be cut in half when families share the load, particularly when the group stays in lodgings that include a kitchenette and buys groceries at the onset of the trip. Small children can share meals in restaurants, and snacks — which are outrageously priced at resorts — can be avoided entirely by purchasing snacks to bring along.

  Alternative Family Travel

  As the definition of family continues to evolve, families that fall under the category of alternative lifestyle can choose from welcoming resorts all over the world. Grand Lido Resorts & Spas, for example, make a point of stating that none of their resorts discriminate based upon race, nationality, gender, marital status, or sexual orientation.
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