


CHAPTER 1 - THE BEST OF WALT DISNEY WORLD & ORLANDO

ﬁ;n Fact By the Numbers

Orlando’s theme parks are beginning to reap the benefits of a stronger
economy as they see increasing attendance levels—accompanied by predic-
tions that these levels will continue to rise steadily over the next few years.
Parks are also enticing visitors to return and to stay longer by offering spe-
cial deals, and adding wild and wonderfully new attractions. Here are the
2005 attendance estimates (and their national rankings) for all of the major
Orlando parks according to Amusement Business magazine:

* No. 1: Magic Kingdom, 16.1 million

¢ No. 3: Epcot, 9.9 million

¢ No. 4: Disney-MGM Studios, 8.6 million

¢ No. 5: Disney’s Animal Kingdom, 8.2 million
* No. 6: Universal Studios Florida, 6.1 million
¢ No. 8: Islands of Adventure, 5.8 million

* No. 9: Sea World Orlando, 5.6 million

many of the more casual restaurants are as themed as the parks themselves. And the
city doesn’t lack for hotels and resorts either, with more than 114,000 rooms, villas,
and suites to go around (and even more on the way). If you can believe it, the land-
scape s still changing, evolving, growing, and expanding to ensure your experiences
will do the same each and every time you stay and play in Orlando.

Beyond the fast-paced excitement, glitz, and glitter of Orlando’s theme parks you'll
find Central Florida’s more natural side, with hidden treasures just waiting to be dis-
covered. Over 300 lakes, springs, and rivers are waiting to be explored and enjoyed.
There are numerous parks and gardens, many with trails for walking and hiking, and
the areas wildlife sanctuaries and zoos showcase Floridas animal inhabitants. The
number of recreational opportunities—picnics in parks, boating along waterways,
fishing, biking, and hiking, to name a few—is almost limitless. And Orlando’s rich
history and culture come to life through its many museums, galleries, and theaters.

Where to go, what to do, when to do it . . . with so many decisions to make you may
very well find your head spinning. Because of the vast quantity of offerings, a vacation
to Orlando requires a reasonable amount of planning, not to mention budgeting. The
sheer number of attractions and available activities requires that you narrow down your
choices to fit both your schedule and budget properly. Entrance fees can be daunting
(a 1-day ticket to one of the major parks averages around $63 for adults and $52 for
kids 3-9), and when you add in the costs of dining, accommodations, and souvenirs,
sticker shock at the high price tag is not out of the question. A typical family of four
could easily end up spending several hundred dollars a day! Some parks have begun
offering deals to bring down the average daily price of your ticket if you buy multiday
passes, but don’t give them too much credit—the parks are wagering they’ll generate
additional revenues with all of the money you'll spend on extra hotel nights and meals.
But even if you do have deep pockets, there is so much to experience in Orlando that
to take it all in properly would require far more time than the average vacation would
allow. I doubt if even two or three vacations could do the trick.



THE BEST ORLANDO EXPERIENCES

That’s exactly why this book was written: to make available to you the most up-to-
date and detailed information on what Orlando has to offer. A mix of options that take
into account every budget and taste are included in each chapter so you can make the
most informed decisions possible. With this book, you'll have the tools to plan ahead
and ensure that your family has the best vacation possible. I have traveled to Central
Florida more times than I can count over the past 18 years. Single, married, with kids,
and without, I've stood in all the lines, ridden the rides, and dined in the restaurants—
even during the height of summer and spring break. In other words, I've done all of the
hard work, so you don’t have to, and I give realistic and practical travel tips throughout
this book in order to help you enjoy a more magical vacation. At the same time, I also
give you options to help make your vacation more affordable and to keep expenses to
a minimum while still having the maximum amount of fun. The Orlando tourism
gurus will ensure your family has a steady stream of new things to see and do. (If you
have any doubts about that, check out the “What's New in Walt Disney World &
Orlando” chapter for a look at all the debuts made this past year alone.)

1 The Best Orlando Experiences

* Explore Disney’s Animal Kingdom. than the Magic Kingdom, it has

Explore Disney’s most spectacular plenty of great shows to entertain the
and wildest Imagineering to date. kids and attractions to thrill movie
Trek through the jungles of Africa buffs. Don’t miss the Tower of Terror,
along the Pangani Forest Exploration Rock ’n’ Roller Coaster, and Fantas-
Trail or set out on Safari across the micl—the innovative, after-dark mix
savanna with Kilimanjaro Safaris. of live action, waterworks, fireworks,
Journey through the exotic lands of and laser lights that rivals IllumiNa-
Asia and embark on an expedition to tions. See p. 229.
the peaks of Expedition Everest, then ¢ Escape to the Magic Kingdom, even
explore the mysteries of Anandapur if you've been here many times
wandering the Maharajah Jungle before. It may seem an obvious
Trek. Be sure not to miss The Festival choice, but Disney’s oldest is still the
of the Lion King, absolutely the best most magical of Orlando’s theme
show in all of WDW. See p. 240. parks. Speed through the universe on
* Go globe-trotting at Epcot. You can Space Mountain, watch Donald’s
travel around the world in only an antics at Mickey’s PhilharMagic, or
afternoon at the World Showcase wave hello to the ghouls of the
pavilions, rocket through space on a Haunted Mansion. Cap your day
thrilling mission to Mars at Mission: with the impressive Wishes fireworks
Space, travel back in time to the age display. There’s plenty here to enter-
of the dinosaurs at the Universe of tain all ages. See p. 191.
Energy, and dive deep below the sea ¢ Experience Universal Orlando. Uni-
to explore the ocean’s inhabitants at versal Studios Florida and its sister,
The Living Seas. And there’s no bet- Islands of Adventure, are both chock-
ter way to cap your day off than full of thrilling rides and spectacular
watching Epcot’s IllumiNations, a shows that combine cutting-edge tech-
spectacular fireworks, laser lights, and nology, high-tech special effects, and
fountain show! See p. 212. incredible imagination and creativity.

* Take Center Stage at Disney-MGM The attention to detail throughout the
Studios. Though it is more grown-up parks is amazing—check out the street
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