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      THE  — Family Guides Timeshares —

      Dear Reader,

      I am one of those people who take every opportunity to visit new places. I have been all over the world, with some of my favorite spots being nearly literal polar opposites. I love icebergs in Alaska as much as warm waters in Fiji. I enjoy making campfire s'mores in British Columbia as much as drinking fine Bordeaux in France. I thrill at photographing giant tortoises in the Galapagos Islands as much as learning American history on New England's shores.

      Indeed, I am one of those people who is forever looking for new experiences, and for that reason, I find timeshares intriguing. As a frequent traveler, though, I also find myself wanting answers to serious questions before actually buying one: Are they a good value? What exactly do they include? Where can I use them for vacations? How can I protect myself from a bad financial deal?

      The answers I have found to these questions and more are in the following pages. I hope they will help to educate you about timeshares just as they have helped me, so that we all may continue to experience the many wonderful destinations our vast world has to offer.

      
        
          
        
      

    

  
    
      

      
        For my parents, Marc and Donna Kavin
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      Welcome to THE [image: illustration] — Family Guides—

      THESE HANDY, PORTABLE BOOKS 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.

      Use these books to plan your trips, and then take them along with you for easy reference. Does Jimmy want to go sailing? Or maybe Jane wants to go to the local hobby shop. The Everything® Family Guides offer many ways to entertain kids of all ages while also ensuring that you get the most out of your time away from home.

      Review this book cover to cover 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 want to experience. Let The Everything ® Family Guides help you travel the world, and you'll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures.
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      Quick, handy tips
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      Urgent warnings
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      Details to make your trip more enjoyable

      [image: illustration]E-QUESTION

      Solutions to common problems
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      Top Ten Things You Can Do at Timeshare Resorts

      1.Have breakfast with Goofy at a Disney Vacation Club resort in Orlando, Florida

      2.Win $500 playing blackjack at a Hilton Grand Vacations Club in Las Vegas, Nevada

      3. Watch the Rockettes do fan kicks with tickets from your concierge at The Manhattan Club in New York City

      4.Go whitewater rafting during your stay at Northern Outdoors Adventure Club in Maine

      5. Catch a few Blue Mountain trout to enjoy in your private kitchen at North Carolina's Chetola Resort

      6. Make an eagle on the par-seventy-two golf course at the Four Seasons Residence Club in Scottsdale, Arizona

      7. Relax with a deep-tissue massage in the Mandara Spa at Hilton Hawaiian Village on Oahu island

      8. Go scuba diving with the experts from Indies Suites on Grand Cayman Island in the Caribbean

      9. Master the downhill slopes in New Zealand's Southern Alps near the Edgewater Club in Wanaka

      10. Visit the Chateau de Maulmont, a French castle built in 1830
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      Introduction

      Americans, it seems, are falling in love with the idea of timeshare vacations. The concept of timeshares is nearly a half century old, having begun at a ski resort across the Atlantic Ocean in Europe in the 1960s. Timeshares did exist in the United States, too, back in the 1960s and 1970s, but they really didn't come into their own as a vacation powerhouse in America until the past decade. Europeans continued to invest their vacation dollars in timeshares for years, but the most recent worldwide studies show that it is now Americans who lead the timeshare buying craze — accounting for most of the $7.9 billion in United States timeshare sales that were recorded in 2004 alone.

      According to the most recent studies, the median price for a week's use of a U.S. timeshare unit in 2004 was about $15,800 — about 12 percent more than the previous year (and a good $5,000 more than a timeshare week in some other parts of the world). Nearly four million U.S. residents had a stake in the timeshare marketplace as of 2004, a full million more people than just two years earlier.

      Still, even with such fast-climbing numbers, U.S. citizens account for less than half of the worldwide number of total timeshare owners. In fact, only a fraction of the number of U.S. citizens who can afford to buy a timeshare unit have actually done so.

      Needless to say, the industry sees great potential for growth on the horizon. More and more timeshare resorts are being built, more and more brand-name companies like Marriott and Hilton are getting into the game, and more and more potential customers (like you) are asking questions about whether a timeshare might be a good vacation investment. A solid 85 percent of people who currently own timeshares consistently report that they are satisfied with their purchases, meaning that more and more word-of-mouth marketing is also pushing the industry into a period of what just may be even more tremendous growth.

      There could be no better time to make use of all the information in The Everything® Family Guide to Timeshares. The following pages will explain all that you need to know about what timeshares are and how they work. You will learn how to buy, use, and sell units of various sizes; how to protect yourself against scams; how to locate the hottest properties on today's market; and more. You will get into the specifics of how the timeshare exchange game works, including how you can make the most of your particular unit's trading power and use it as a springboard to travel the globe. You will learn how to bring hidden fees into the light during sales presentations and how to get overly pushy salespeople off your back. You will even learn a few tips for buying off the resale market at substantially reduced prices.

      Timeshares offer a wealth of vacation possibilities, whether you like to ski downhill trails in the mountains, snorkel off tropical beaches, or explore the world's most famous cities. Timeshares also can be smart financial investments that might save you thousands of dollars during a lifetime of travel. The question is, are timeshares right for you? And if so, how can you make the smartest possible decision about which unit to buy, where to buy it, and how to use it?

      You will know the answers to those questions and more after reading The Everything® Family Guide to Timeshares. Welcome to what just may be the first step along a vacation path that will last you and your family for a lifetime.
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      What Is Timeshare?

      TIMESHARES ARE PART OF a nearly half-century-old business model. They have grown from an inauspicious beginning in Europe into a worldwide force controlling millions of vacations and billions of dollars. Still, the industry is eager to reach out to people from all walks of life and all income levels, hoping to tap the vast pool of remaining vacationers who can afford a timeshare but haven't yet purchased one. Will you buy into the global trend? First, you need to learn what the craze is all about.

      
History of Timeshares

      The concept of timeshares is widely believed to have started in Europe in the 1960s, at a ski resort in the French Alps. The resort's owner believed that he could attract more business if he agreed to allow multiple owners to split the rights to use the rooms at his vacation property, instead of forcing wealthier individuals to purchase the more-expensive full rights to the rooms in their entirety. It worked, and a new vacation industry was born.

      Nearly fifty years later, the concept of timeshares has spread from France to the entire European Union, the United States, Africa, Asia, Indonesia, Australia, the Middle East, the Caribbean, and just about everywhere else that people like to go during their vacations. Today, there are reportedly close to seven million timeshare owners around the globe, each with a stake in the more than 5,400 timeshare units that exist in forty-seven of the United States and about 100 countries in virtually every time zone on the planet.

      You can now buy the right to use a resort room, like that one that started it all in the Swiss Alps, or even an evolution of that idea: a deeded property that gives you the right to pass your timeshare unit on to your children or grandchildren. Some timeshare companies are even allowing you the option of exchanging your accrued investment for things like airline tickets and cruise-ship vacations. Only time will tell just how much farther the industry will spread, but it certainly is showing no signs of stopping.

      There have, of course, been some bumps along this path of expansion, and there continue to be scam artists out there selling worthless swampland to unsuspecting buyers. But for the most part, the timeshare industry has evolved into just that: a full-fledged industry. State laws, reputable timeshare exchange companies, and even a professional association of resort developers now exist where just a few decades ago there was nothing but caveat emptor — buyer beware. Internet communities have sprung up, too, allowing timeshare owners, buyers, and sellers to communicate with one another about past experiences. Even well-known hotel companies such as Marriott, Hilton, and Hyatt have gotten into the timeshare game.

      
        
[image: illustration]FAST FACT

        The average timeshare owner is fifty-four years old, and more than 80 percent of timeshare owners are married, according to industry leader Resort Condominiums International.

      

      To understand what modern-day timeshare opportunities are all about — to grasp exactly where these resort vacations stand and how they grew to become what they are today — it is important to first take a look back at the timeshare industry's sometimes tangled roots.

      
The Early Days

      For many people, the word timeshare is synonymous with scam. You get an instant vision in your mind of a greasy-haired, polyester-wearing salesman whose bad teeth make you extremely nervous every time he flashes that “trust me, baby” smile. This sleazeball typically offers you a deal that sounds just too good to be true for a fabulous vacation home in a destination where, he brags, it never rains and the temperature never drops below eighty degrees (with no humidity, to boot!).
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        A common misconception is that investing in a timeshare is the same as investing in real estate. This is simply not the case. A timeshare purchase is a way of locking in future vacation prices at current rates, not a way of investing money in the hopes of realizing huge appreciations in real-estate value.

      

      The problem, of course, is that even in your vision, the salesman turns out to be just as big of a scumbag as he seems, and the deed you end up holding turns out to be good for nothing more than an undeveloped swath of swampland with a less-than-picturesque view of the local landfill.

      This kind of imaginary tale, sadly, was reality for many unsuspecting timeshare buyers when the industry really wasn't an industry at all. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, it was a free-for-all for developers whose business practices were guided entirely by their own ethics and morals, which, in more than a few cases, turned out to be nonexistent. The sting that hard-working people felt after being duped out of their vacation savings left them bad-mouthing not just those unscrupulous developers, but timeshares in general for many years to come.

      Even people who ended up working with reputable developers had gripes that festered over the years. The most frequently heard complaint about resorts that did, in fact, exist on beautiful beachfront land was that their timeshare units failed to appreciate in value at the same rate as other real-estate purchases — a fact that was likely very true, given that timeshares are not meant to be real-estate purchases at all. They may have been sold as a less-expensive alternative to making a costly real-estate investment, such as buying an entire waterfront vacation home, but many people failed to connect the financial dots and realize that buying a timeshare, or the rights to use a beachfront room for one week every year, is definitely not the same as owning the entire resort and thus seeing great gains in property value.

      And so, timeshares in general developed an unsavory reputation. It is an albatross that, even today, the perfectly honest segments of the timeshare industry are still struggling to shed. Some even refuse to use the word timeshare, instead referring to their offerings as vacation clubs or even vacation investments. These marketing terms, while they may ring of calling an old dog by a new name, are actually quite valid, as they explain exactly what modern-day timeshares have grown to become.

      
Modern-Day Timeshares

      There is much greater understanding in the world today that timeshares are investments in future vacations, as opposed to real estate itself. Part of this understanding comes from developers' very real need to market themselves more honestly if they want to continue to find customers, and part of it comes from the fact that more and more people are researching timeshares on their own as an alternative to paying ever-rising hotel rates and vacation-house purchase prices.

      The timeshare industry, according to one study, saw a 116 percent increase in sales between 2000 and 2005. Sales of timeshares in the United States during 2004 alone accounted for $7.9 billion — almost as much as the entire world spent on timeshare purchases just a few years earlier, in 2002. The more people want to buy something, the more they tend to research it. Such is the case with timeshares and the corresponding spread of truthful information about them.
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        Even though timeshare sales in the United States brought in an estimated $7.9 billion in 2004 alone, industry experts say that less than 5 percent of Americans who earn enough money to purchase a timeshare have actually gone out and bought one.

      

      It is true that some of the old timeshare sales practices remain, in particular the oft-lamented high-pressure sales presentation that tends to take place during a free vacation to the property being sold. You will read more about those “fly-buy” techniques in Chapter 8.)There are also new incarnations of that greasy-haired salesman of old, such as people known nowadays as a resort's off-premises contact. This term refers to anyone who tries to lure you into a resort's sales presentation with the promise of free meals, theater tickets, and the like. Think of the guy standing on the Las Vegas Strip handing out blackjack vouchers to anyone who will go listen to his buddy over at the “hot new resort in town” for an hour, and you get the picture. These people are paid to put bodies into the sales-presentation seats, not to make business connections between you, the qualified buyer, and a resort vacation package that may or may not be right for you.

      Luckily, as with any industry, the reputable companies that focus on customer-oriented sales practices tend to stay in business far longer than the shady operations, and eventually, a few brand names come to dominate the playing field. This is beginning to happen more and more often with timeshare resorts themselves, and it has already happened with exchange companies — the firms that control the trading of timeshare units among unit owners worldwide.

      
Exchange Companies

      Exchange companies are businesses that create networks of timeshare resorts and then oversee the exchanging of timeshare units between you, the owner, and other people who have bought timeshare units at other resorts around the world. Most of the exchange companies have their own ratings systems to help you understand what you will be getting for your unit's exchange value, and many also offer things like unit upgrades, bonus time for extending your vacation at given resorts, and other timeshare-user perks.

      Different exchange companies charge different fees — for membership, for exchanges in the United States and abroad, for adding bonus time to your ownership, and more — and they offer different services on the whole. Some handle exchanges only, while others also offer advertising and Internet support for timeshare renting and resale. The bigger exchange companies are part of huge worldwide corporations that also include car-rental companies, hotel properties, discount airline ticket Web sites, and more. If you join one of the bigger companies, your membership will include subscriptions to glossy magazines offering you access to everything from discounted cruise-ship vacations to vacation insurance.

      The way exchange companies handle the actual exchanges can differ, too. Some force you to pay the exchange fee and deposit the week that you own into their system first, so other people can decide whether they want it, while other companies allow you to choose your exchange resort of choice first, then pay a fee and deposit the week you own afterward. (You will learn more about how these systems work in Chapter 12.)

      Some people try to game the system by working with more than one timeshare exchange company at a time, but if you work with multiple exchange companies, you run the risk of trading away the single week you own to more than one person. If this happens, you would be liable for double or triple booking penalties from multiple exchange companies and, possibly, the resorts themselves.

      Which exchange company should you choose? Often, it's not up to you. Some timeshare purchases include complimentary membership in one of the larger exchange companies, and some brand-name resort developers allow you to use only the exchange company with which they are affiliated. You should ask before buying any timeshare unit whether you will be forced to work with a particular exchange company and what penalties you might incur if you go outside the system in search of a better deal.
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          If an exchange company doesn't own the resorts in its network, how does it make money?
        

        It makes money by charging you — and every other timeshare owner — a fee whenever you seek to exchange your timeshare week for another person's. You sometimes also will have to pay annual membership dues as high as $80 to $100 and additional fees for additional services that you may want to use.

      

      While there are several brand-name hotel developers getting into the timeshare business by offering their unit owners exchanges among only a handful of resorts, most developers are affiliated with the two exchange companies that continue to dominate the timeshare industry. The biggest is Resort Condominiums International, and its largest rival is called Interval International.

      There are smaller exchange companies, as well, which you will read about toward the end of this chapter, but you should start your industry education by taking a look at its biggest players.

      Resort Condominiums International

      Often referred to as RCI, Resort Condominiums International is the world's leading timeshare exchange company. It had more than three million members as of 2004, and in that same year confirmed about 2.6 million timeshare exchanges — earning a fee of about $150 for each week of domestic exchange and about $189 for each week of international exchange. You don't need to be a math wizard to understand the huge financial power on which the company has built its brand.

      As of this printing, Resort Condominiums International was part of the Cendant Corporation, which also owns the Avis and Budget rental car companies, the discount airline-ticket Web site  www.cheaptickets.com , and hotel companies including Days Inn, Howard Johnson, Ramada Inn, Super 8, Travelodge, and Wyndham. Plans were in the works to break Cendant into smaller companies in early 2006, though only time will tell which division, if any, will include Resort Condominiums International in the future.

      Resort Condominiums International itself has been around since 1974, when it incorporated in Virginia and opened its first office in Park Fletcher, Indianapolis. It had 453 members that year and didn't even publish its first resort directory until a year later. That year, RCI confirmed just 236 timeshare exchanges.
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        Your annual membership dues with Resort Condominiums International, as well as with Interval International, will get you on the mailing list for either company's travel magazine. Hold on to them, because the magazines sometimes mention resorts that are not yet in the exchange companies' online or printed catalogs.

      

      Today, the Resort Condominiums International directory is so big that it is easier to search through the company's affiliated resorts via the Internet, at the company's Web site,  www.rci.com . There are so many resorts to choose among — nearly 4,000 as of early 2006 — that you have to start by selecting a continent, then a nation, then a state or region, and so forth. You can even search based on the activities you prefer, such as beach-going, golfing, and snow-skiing, as there are literally hundreds of resorts offering each. You also can search based on a resort's ranking, be it well-known for hospitality or for other forms of service.

      Interval International

      Interval International is the biggest competitor to Resort Condominiums International. The company's exchange network includes more than 2,000 properties in seventy-five countries around the world and nearly two million global timeshare owners. It has been in business since 1976, earning a solid reputation for treating its customers far better than those fly-by-night salesmen of old. As if to make the point, Interval International calls itself “The Quality Vacation Exchange Network.”

      The company's world headquarters is in Miami, Florida, though it maintains more than two dozen other offices worldwide. As of this writing, Interval International's exchange fees were slightly lower than those at Resort Condominiums International, with Interval International charging about $130 per week for domestic timeshare exchanges and about $150 per week for international timeshare exchanges. More than 850,000 timeshare exchanges were made through Interval International in 2004 alone, and the company boasts more than 1.7 million members.

      Interval International is part of IAC/InterActiveCorp, which also owns Ticketmaster, the Home Shopping Network, and popular consumer-service Web sites such as  www.ask.com  and  www.lendingtree.com . As of its last membership profile, Interval International's average U.S. member was about forty-nine years old, married, and earning $114,200 in household income. The average member spends about thirty-five nights each year traveling for leisure — a fact that is important in making timeshare purchase financially smart (which you will learn more about in Chapter 2).

      The Interval International Web site,  www.intervalworld.com , offers basic information about the company, but it has no searchable resort database available to nonmembers. You can, however, request a copy of the company's printed resort directory, which is more than 500 pages long and packed with resort listings and information.

      
Brand-Name Developers

      Many of the timeshare resort developers out there today are brand names that you may already know, and most of them work with either Resort Condominiums International or Interval International in terms of offering their unit owners exchange services worldwide. In some cases, though, the developers themselves end up functioning in part like exchange companies because you often are allowed to trade your vacation time at one of their resorts for vacation time at another of their resorts — as opposed to trading it for time at a resort that was built by a different developer, which is the service that the big exchange companies offer. In alphabetical order, the timeshare divisions of these brand-name resort development companies include:

      • Club Intrawest

      • Disney Vacation Club

      • Fairfield FairShare Plus

      • Four Seasons Residence Club

      • Hilton Grand Vacations Club

      • Hyatt Vacation Club

      • Marriott Vacation Club International

      • Starwood Vacation Ownership

      • WorldMark by Trendwest

      These developers' in-house exchange options are a fraction of what behemoths like Resort Condominiums International and Interval International give their customers, but the big-name developers do offer something that nobody else can: a following with hotel users who know exactly what to expect from their brand names. As the theory goes, if you always stay at Hiltons when you travel, you are likely to enjoy the style and amenities when you exchange usage time at its timeshare properties, too.

      Many of these brand-name timeshare resorts tend to be more expensive than other resorts around the world. Sometimes, this is because the brand-name resorts are offering better service and amenities, but other times, the higher prices are simply a reflection of the brand name's selling power.

      Here is a more in-depth look at some of those smaller, brand-name resort development companies that are building timeshare resorts and allowing exchanges either in-house or through an affiliation with one of the bigger exchange companies.

      Club Intrawest

      Club Intrawest is part of the Intrawest Corporation, which has been around since 1976 and supports more than eight million travelers at its ski resorts each year. It is a Canadian company that owns nine resorts — in Whistler, Panorama, and Vancouver, British Columbia; Tremblant, Quebec; Blue Mountain, Ontario; Sandestin, Florida; Palm Desert, California; Kauai, Hawaii; and Zihuatanejo, Mexico.
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        When you become an owner through Club Intrawest, you purchase points that can be used toward vacations at any of the company's resorts, as well as at partnering resorts around the world. Should you want to explore becoming a member, you can stay at a partnering resort near your home and attend a sales presentation during a three-day Discovery Stay. Information about Discovery Stays and more is at the Club Intrawest Web site,  www.clubintrawest.com .

      

      Disney Vacation Club

      The Disney Vacation Club began operations in 1991 with just one property: Old Key West at Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida. Today, the exchange company has more than 90,000 timeshare owners with access to seven resorts, vacations aboard the Disney Cruise Line, stays at Walt Disney World hotels, and more. The Disney Vacation Club is affiliated with Interval International, which means you can exchange your timeshare unit for a vacation outside of the Disney brand, but the main reason the company exists is to win the business of parents and children who like to vacation at the Magic Kingdom, Epcot, and its other family-friendly destinations. In fact, the average Disney Vacation Club member visits Walt Disney World twice a year.

      Timeshare prices, according to the company's Web site,  www.disneyvacationclub.com , start at $14,700 per year. If yours is the kind of family that visits Walt Disney World once a year — and if you plan to return for at least a few more years in the future — you know that the ever-rising price of hotel rooms inside the Disney complex can add up to that and more before all of your children are grown. This is the philosophy that Disney had in mind when it created its timeshare division in the first place — though you must remember that those initial entry fees do not include annual maintenance fees, exchange fees, and other miscellaneous fees that you may be forced to pay. (More on those in Chapter 2.)
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        As of this printing, the Disney Vacation Club had sold out all of the memberships at its resorts except for the Saratoga Springs Resort and Spa, which opened in May 2004 in Orlando. That's not to say you cannot buy a timeshare unit at a Disney resort through the resale market (more on that in Chapter 10), but getting one direct from the developer at this point is definitely a challenging proposition.

      

      Fairfield FairShare Plus

      Part of the Fairfield Resorts company, the Fairfield FairShare Plus program is a points-based system of timeshare ownership. It began in 1991 and is now a subsidiary of the Cendant Corporation, which also owns the Resort Condominiums International exchange company. Interestingly, more than 80 percent of Fairfield Resorts have been awarded RCI's highest ranking, the Gold Crown designation.

      More than a half million members belong to FairShare Plus, taking advantage of more than seventy resorts in twenty-one U.S. states and territories. To learn more, go to the company's Web site,  www.fairfieldresorts.com .

      Four Seasons Residence Clubs

      The Four Seasons program, as you might imagine based on the company's high-end reputation, includes top-of-the-line (and pocketbook) offerings for deeded properties at what is currently a five-resort network. Four Seasons Residences are available in North San Diego, California; Scottsdale, Arizona; Punta Mita, Mexico; Jackson Hole, Wyoming; and Peninsula Papagayo, Costa Rica. Some of the resorts, such as the ones in San Diego and Scottsdale, have already sold out their phase one development and are now taking orders only for units being built as part of phase two construction.

      Spas and golf are the most prominently promoted resort amenities at each destination, except for Jackson Hole, which lacks a golf course because it is keyed to snow skiing and other wintertime activities. All five of the Four Seasons timeshare resorts do boast strong family packages, including on-and off-site childcare, programmed activities, and on-your-own family fun.

      The company does not advertise pricing for its timeshare units, but you can make an appointment for a private showing through its Web site,  www.fourseasons.com .

      Hilton Grand Vacations Club

      Based in Orlando, Florida, the Hilton Grand Vacations Club is controlled entirely by the Hilton Hotels Corporation and has been around since 1992. Its network includes twenty-seven resorts, and purchase of a timeshare unit automatically enrolls you in the Resort Condominiums International club as well as in Hilton Honors, a guest reward program that gives you access to 2,500 hotels around the world.

      Resorts that Hilton has developed for its timeshare division include properties in Orlando and Miami Beach, Florida; Las Vegas, Nevada; and Oahu, Hawaii. Resorts that Hilton manages as part of its timeshare program include additional properties in Florida and Hawaii, as well as one resort in Breckenridge, Colorado. The company created urban timeshare opportunities in 2002 when it opened The Hilton Club-New York, and its newest property, on the Big Island of Hawaii, was scheduled to open in early 2006.

      Between the Hilton Grand Vacations Club and The Hilton Club, an affiliated program, the company has about 85,000 members so far. You can learn more at its Web site,  www.hiltongrandvacations.com. 

      Hyatt Vacation Club

      The Hyatt Vacation Club, which began operations in 1994, is affiliated with Interval International. The company is very close to the vest about its pricing and other information, as it wants you to contact Hyatt representatives directly to discuss its twelve resort properties:

      • Beach House Resort, Key West, Florida

      • Coconut Plantation, Bonita Springs, Florida

      • Hyatt Aspen, Aspen, Colorado

      • Hacienda del Mar, Dorado, Puerto Rico

      • Highlands Inn, Carmel, California

      • High Sierra Lodge, Incline Village, Nevada

      • Main Street Station, Breckenridge, Colorado

      • Mountain Lodge, Avon, Colorado

      • Pinon Pointe, Sedona, Arizona

      • Sunset Harbor, Key West, Florida

      • Wild Oak Ranch, San Antonio, Texas

      • Windward Pointe, Key West, Florida

      You can find some information about each resort at Hyatt's Web site,  www.hyatt.com.  If you want in-depth materials, though, you will have to provide your name and contact information.

      Marriott Vacation Club International

      There are now a quarter million members in the Marriott Vacation Club, a following the company has built up since its entry into the timeshare marketplace in 1984. The timeshare units at its resorts are designed in one-, two-, and three-bedroom configurations, usually with full kitchens and private laundry facilities. It offers its units through different brand lines: Horizons by Marriott Vacation Club (typically the least expensive), Marriott Vacation Club International, Marriott Grand Residence Club, and The Ritz-Carlton Club.

      The company has thirty-nine resorts in the United States, one in the U.S. Virgin Islands, and eight overseas. Among the U.S. properties, four are in Hawaii, six are in California, nine are in South Carolina, and ten are in Florida. The foreign resorts are located in Aruba, England, France, Spain, and Thailand. Marriott is also affiliated with Interval International, giving you access to all of that exchange company's resorts, as well.

      For more information, check out the Marriott Web site,  www.vacationclub.com. 

      Starwood Vacation Ownership

      Starwood is the overarching brand that controls hotels under the well-known names Westin, Sheraton, Four Points by Sheraton, St. Regis, The Luxury Collection, and W Hotels. Its Vacation Ownership program began in 1980, and its network now includes more than 750 hotels and resorts in eighty countries. Timeshare units are configured with studio, one-, two-, and three-bedroom layouts and are as big as 2,800 square feet. Some of the resorts are affiliated with Resort Condominiums International, and others are affiliated with Interval International.

      WorldMark by Trendwest

      This is another points-based system in which you buy the right to use a certain number of points each year at any of the company's resorts. WorldMark by Trendwest is affiliated with the Resort Condominiums International exchange company, and your membership in WorldMark comes with a free first year of RCI membership dues.

      Since the points-based system allows for two-or three-day vacations in addition to weeklong stays, this company promotes the fact that the majority of its resorts are within five hours' driving distance of major metropolitan areas in Washington state, California, Utah, Nevada, Colorado, Arizona, and Missouri. You can use your points at those resorts, for exchanges at other resorts worldwide, or for things like cruise-ship vacations, theme-park tickets, and more. Find out more by logging on to  www.worldmarktheclub.com. 
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        In addition to being able to trade your timeshare unit purchase for longer vacations at Starwood's resorts, you also can use your accrued timeshare points for nightly rooms at any of its hotels or for services from affiliated airlines, credit card companies, and car rental agencies. To learn more, you can check out the company's Web site,  www.starwoodvo.com. 

      

      
Smaller Exchange Companies

      While Resort Condominiums International and Interval International dominate the worldwide timeshare exchange marketplace — and while brand-name developers are working hard to get in on the game by affiliating with those two key players — there are also some smaller exchange companies worth considering if you plan to trade your timeshare unit usage for another person's.

      These smaller exchange companies, in some cases, have been created by timeshare owners who want to do direct exchanges themselves without having to pay the larger exchange companies' fees. Sometimes, this means that the smaller exchange company simply charges a smaller fee, while at other times, it means that the smaller company merely connects you to other timeshare owners with whom you can make exchanges however you wish.

      In still other cases, these smaller exchange companies are merely smaller versions of the larger companies, charging lower prices to undercut their mega-competition and even offering some of the same benefits that the larger companies do. These can include bonus time that you can buy in addition to the time you already own, and banking of weeks so that you can use two or three weeks' worth of time during one long vacation.

      If you want to try to save a few bucks making timeshare unit exchanges and are not put off by what is perhaps a smaller selection of resorts or a bit more legwork on your part toward making an exchange, you may want to look into one of these smaller exchange firms. Keep in mind that because they have a smaller number of members than the larger exchange companies, they execute far fewer timeshare exchanges each year (sometimes one-tenth or less the amount of a company like Resort Condominiums International). For you, this may translate into some difficulties finding a taker for the timeshare unit you own, while in other cases, it may help you find a suitable trade for yourself much faster because you will have far fewer resorts to search among.
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        When comparing smaller timeshare exchange companies with industry leaders, remember to take into account not just the per-exchange fees, but also the membership fees and any annual dues you will be asked to pay. If bonus time and banking of weeks is important to you, ensure that those services are available, as well.

      

      Dial an Exchange

      Dial an Exchange is a member of the American Resort Development Association, along with similar industry groups in Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Europe, Canada, and Mexico. The company says its goal is to provide timeshare exchanges at a low cost with a minimum of aggravation, and it operates from offices in the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand.

      The company charges no membership fee, and its exchange fees are based on your country of residence. If you live in the United States or Canada, for instance, you can make a domestic timeshare exchange for $99 or an international exchange for $125. Do note, though, that Hawaii — a popular U.S. exchange destination — is considered international under the Dial an Exchange program. Bonus time is available with this company, and you can bank your weeks for future use. The Dial an Exchange resorts are listed online at the company's Web site,  www.daelive.com. 

      Hawaii Timeshare Exchange

      Though this company's name hints at its geographical base, it does offer timeshare exchanges on the mainland United States and in international locations, as well. Joining is free, though you will be required to pay an annual membership fee. You can pay $50 per year, $125 for three years, or $199 for five years (if you pay the entire multiyear sums in advance).

      You are allowed to bank your weeks for future use with Hawaii Timeshare Exchange, and upgrades are available for $175 plus the price of exchange. As of early 2006, internal exchanges — trading your week at your home resort for a different week at your home resort — cost $69, while external exchanges to other resorts cost $89. For a look at the resorts in the company's directory, log on to the Hawaii Timeshare Exchange Web site,  www.htse.net. 

      Interchange Timeshare

      Interchange Timeshare has been operating since 1988 and promotes itself as Australia's largest independent timeshare exchange company — though it does offer timeshare exchanges all over the world. The company charges no membership fee, no registration fee, and no other up-front fees except the cost of your exchange, which depends on your country of residence.

      If you live in the United States or Canada, you would pay the same fees that Australian members did as of early 2006: $97 Australian dollars (about $71 U.S.) for exchanges in Australia, $132 Australian dollars (about $97 U.S.) for exchanges in New Zealand, and $143 Australian dollars (about $105 U.S.) for international exchanges. Bonus weeks are available for an additional fee of $100 to $350 Australian dollars per week (about $75 to $257 U.S.). To check out the timeshare resorts in the Interchange Timeshare directory, go to the company's Web site,  www.interchange-timeshare.com.au. 

      Internet Exchange Services

      Operating since 1996, Internet Exchange Services promotes itself as offering not just good deals on timeshare exchanges, but on buying and selling timeshare units on the resale market, as well. You are allowed to bank your weeks for future use with this company, and bonus weeks are available for as little as $79 per night. As of early 2006, exchange fees were $99 for domestic exchanges and $109 for international exchanges.
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        The company's Web site resort directory does not list any international properties, but you can search to see what resorts are available in the United States. The site also will allow you to see the company's simple exchange-request form, so you will understand how the process works before becoming a member. To learn more about Internet Exchange Services, log on to the company's Web site at  www.internet-ies.com. 

      

      Intervac

      Intervac is not a timeshare exchange company per se, but it has been helping people from different nations to exchange homes worldwide since 1953. There is no reason you cannot use it as a timeshare exchange network, even though it is set up differently than most of the others that are described in this chapter. In fact, if you try Intervac with your timeshare unit and enjoy the experience, you can add your personal home or additional vacation property into its system, as well, for different levels of trades.

      Memberships cost $50 per year for access to the Intervac United States directory and $70 for access to the company's international directory. If you join for two years and pay up front, you receive a 10 percent discount. With a three-year membership purchase, you will receive a 20 percent discount. The price of exchanges is determined by the people listing the properties, but the company claims you will save far more than you would by paying hotel rates (the same sales pitch given by timeshare developers). For more information about Intervac, log on to  www.intervacusa.com. 

      OwnerTrades.com

      OwnerTrades.com is exclusively for owners of Marriott Vacation Club timeshare units. The Web site promotes itself not just for exchanges, but also for resale and rental services. If you own a Marriott Vacation Club timeshare, you can list it for free on this Web site and have other owners contact you, but it will cost you $10 per year in membership fees if you want to be able to search the online database to find a resort at which you would like to take your vacation.

      The Web site itself does not handle the exchange process; it merely puts two Marriott timeshare owners in touch with each other. It is then up to you, the timeshare owners, to make the trade yourselves — ensuring that all legal and other considerations are handled appropriately. To learn more, log on to the company's Web site at  www.ownertrades.com. 

      Platinum Interchange

      Platinum Interchange charges no membership fees or annual dues, and it is one of the bigger smaller exchange companies, doing tens of thousands of timeshare trades each year. The company charges $99 for domestic timeshare exchanges and $119 for international exchanges, with an upgrade fee of $87 if you want to trade your unit for one that is bigger or more in demand.
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        This company allows you the option of depositing the week you own into its system first, or requesting the timeshare resort you want to exchange for first. For more information, log on to the Platinum Interchange Web site,  www.platinuminterchange.com. 

      

      San Francisco Exchange Company

      Known as SFX, the San Francisco Exchange Company focuses on timeshare unit exchanges in the United States, Europe, Mexico, Canada, and the Caribbean. Platinum-level memberships cost $199 for three years, or $299 for five years, and entitle you to make exchanges at a rate of $129 — no matter whether your trade is domestic or international. Platinum-level members also are entitled to a free upgrade in unit size, as well as a bonus week that can be requested from two years to just one week in advance.

      There is no membership fee if you want to join at the gold level, but domestic and international exchanges are charged at a higher rate of $149. In addition, gold-level members do not get the additional benefits that platinum members receive. To learn more about the San Francisco Exchange Company, check out its Web site,  www.sfx-resorts.com. 

      Timex Direct Exchange System

      This company's Internet tagline is eye-catching: The site where timeshare owners can arrange exchanges themselves for about the cost of a cup of coffee. Membership is just $10, and it is good for three years' worth of exchanging any number of timeshare weeks that you own at your home resort. (Two weeks' worth of time exchanged over the course of three years amounts to $1.67 per exchange, or about the cost of that aforementioned cup of java.)

      There are no additional membership fees. The company was created by a timeshare owner for use by other timeshare owners, and it has no brick-and-mortar offices. It is simply an Internet meeting place for timeshare owners from around the world — who arrange the exchanges themselves, including all the legal paperwork.

      For more information about the Timex Direct Exchange System, go to the company's Web site,  www.timex.to. 

      Trading Places International

      This is another one of those bigger smaller exchange companies, arranging tens of thousands of timeshare exchanges each year (and claiming to be the third-largest timeshare exchange company in the world). The business is based in California. It began operating more than thirty years ago as a full-service travel agency and now specializes in everything from timeshare exchanges to timeshare resort management, rentals, and resale.

      The company's philosophy is that 80 percent of timeshare owners want to exchange their units for the same 20 percent of other resorts in Hawaii, Mexico, and the United States, and so it focuses on servicing the resorts in those areas that it sees as high demand — as well as in exchanges for cruise-ship vacations. There is no mandatory membership fee to join, but you can receive a $30-per-week-traded discount, along with other discounts including unit upgrades, if you are willing to pay the $79 membership fee. If you sign up for a five-year membership, the cost is $314, an $81 savings over the year-to-year fee. The exchange fees themselves vary widely, from about $110 to $160. Learn more about Trading Places International by logging on to its Web site,  www.tradingplaces.com. 

      TUG Direct Exchange

      This Internet-based service is provided by the highly popular Timeshare User's Group, or TUG. It is exactly as its name explains: a direct-exchange service that brings together timeshare owners who wish to arrange exchanges among themselves. Timeshare units are available all over the world, and people are able to list their units on this Web site for free. If you want to enjoy the full benefits of the TUG Web site (and there are many, especially for first-time timeshare unit owners), you need to pay a $15 membership fee.

      You can browse the direct exchange directory by logging on to the group's Web site,  www.tug2.net.  To get to the direct exchange page, click on “site index, ” then “direct exchange database” (to make a trade) or “direct exchange list” (to post your timeshare unit as available).

      VacationEarth

      The VacationEarth marketing message is that by using its services, you can exchange your timeshare unit for prime weeks that are unavailable through the “big two” exchange companies, Resort Condominiums International and Interval International. These weeks include yet-to-be-sold units in new timeshare resorts, foreclosed timeshare units, redline weeks (during which owners cannot use their units because of unpaid maintenance fees), and more.

      VacationEarth, based in South Florida, charges $99 per week exchanged. The company does not list any membership fees. To find out more, check out the VacationEarth Web site at  www.vacationearth.com. 
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      Is Timeshare Right For You?

      NOW THAT YOU HAVE a general understanding of how the broader timeshare universe functions, it is time to figure out whether you want to become a part of it — and, if yes, how you might best fit in. There are fixed and floating weeks, deeded and right-to-use properties, and the all-important financial questions about whether a timeshare unit will actually save you money over the long term. This chapter will help you understand exactly what you are buying so that you can make the most of a timeshare purchase.

      
The Ideal Timeshare Owner

      Close to 90 percent of timeshare owners who are surveyed say they are happy with their purchase, according to various studies that the timeshare industry promotes. It is safe to say that within that 90 percent — thousands upon thousands of people — there are people who are older, people who are younger, people who like to travel abroad, people who like to stay closer to home, people who like to visit new places each year, people who like to return to the same resort annually, and pretty much every combination in between.

      So how do you know if you might fit in among those ideal timeshare owners, the people who say they are happy with their unit purchases? Start by taking a look at this list and seeing whether any of these statements describes you:

      • You take a vacation for at least one full week every year.

      • You spend a fair amount of your vacation budget on lodging.

      • You would prefer to have larger vacation accommodations, such as a full kitchen, a living room, and additional bedrooms.

      • You do not want to do year-round maintenance on a vacation house with your own two hands.

      • You want to return to the same place year after year.

      • You are willing to be flexible in changing your vacation resort, perhaps selecting two or three different resorts and visiting the one you are able to get an exchange for during a given year.

      • You are willing to visit only resorts in your timeshare exchange company network for the length of your ownership — or trade your unit's value for other things that your ownership entitles you to, such as cruise-ship vacations and car rental discounts.

      • You are willing to make a standard monthly payment for the next seven or ten years toward your vacation lodging, as opposed to saving money at your leisure and spending different amounts on your vacation lodging each year.

      The odds are, if you are like most people, you do not see yourself in every single one of these statements. But if you see yourself in a fair number of them, timeshare unit ownership might be a good idea for you.

      Ideal timeshare owners can be thirty years old or ninety years old. They can be golfers or skiers or sunbathers, and they can want to travel close to home or around the globe. The important thing to remember is that it is not whether you want to vacation that makes you an ideal timeshare owner. It is how you want to vacation that plays a much greater role — and how you want to pay for the vacations that you will be buying, timeshare or not, for the next decade or more.
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