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VANCOUVER INC. Bonnie I r v ing

S
hana Selwyn and Amy 
Wilkinson sat in the bar of 
the Westin Times Square 
Hotel in the heart of New 
York City sipping pricey 
pomegranate martinis. It 

was a pause in what had been an “Oh-my-
God!-we’re-really-here” kind of night. Sel-
wyn was on the brink of fulfilling a lifelong 

dream: to spend a 
you-can-sleep-when-
you’re-dead five-day 
vacation in New 
York.

It was Easter 
weekend 2007 and 
the two 30-something 
long-time friends had 
converged on NYC 
from different direc-

tions – Shana, a fill-in radio talk show host 
from Vancouver, and Amy from Toronto. 
After meeting up at JFK at 9 p.m., the two 
followed the advice in the itinerary created 
by Vancouver’s Tonic Travel and took a taxi 
to their hotel ($45 plus tip). They chattered 
in the back, watching the lights of the city 
unfold and passing landmarks such as the 
Empire State building – another Oh-my-
God moment for Selwyn. After dumping 
their bags at the hotel, they headed to the 
bar for those martinis, then rushed out to 
gawk at the sights in Times Square. 

For the following five days, the duo 
crammed every minute with activities select-
ed according to their mood from the meticu-
lously prepared itinerary from Tonic Travel.

Selwyn had heard about Tonic from a 
colleague and completed the detailed on-

Tonic for 
tourists
Don’t trust the guidebooks? 

A custom itinerary can make 

NYC, or a few other cities, 

stress-free – for a fee

See page 16

PEOPLE ARE THINKING Evi  Mustel

Diet for a green planet: carrots

T
he debate over whether or not human activity is contributing to global warming is (almost) 
over, but controversy over the best way to get people to reduce their carbon emissions rages 
on. Reducing home energy use has been underway for several years with people switching 
to more energy-efficient appliances, lighting and heating options. And recycling and 
composting have become a rather mainstream routine these days. 

In a recent poll, Mustel Group asked British Columbians what steps, if any, they have 
taken to address global warming. The most commonly cited was recycling or waste reduction (60 per 
cent). Another 45 per cent reported reducing their energy consumption by either turning off lights, buying 
energy efficient products, turning thermostats down, limiting use of air conditioning, replacing light bulbs, 
using less hot water and/or making efforts to buy locally. While some are using “peersuasian” to convince 
others to recycle or reduce.

One habit that is going to be hard to change will be our dependence on cars. According to the B.C. 
Ministry of Environment, 44 per cent of a household’s greenhouse gas emissions come from our vehicles. 
What will work best to change our car habits? The stick – increased fuel costs, carbon taxes – or the 
carrot, such as rebates on low emission vehicles, 
better transit service, more bike lanes, or 
walkable communities? This is 
a question that public policy 
makers are debating, with the 
public weighing in with 
their views quite vocally.

A cocktail of carrots 
and sticks likely will 
be necessary. And 
without a doubt, 
people are already 
using their cars less 
or differently. In a poll 
commissioned by Global TV and 
News 1130, almost 50 per cent of Metro Vancouver 
residents claimed to have changed their travel 
habits in the past year. Among those who have 
made changes, the most common are shopping 
more locally (84 per cent), avoiding rush hour when 
possible (81 per cent), walking or biking more (55 
per cent), eliminating trips completely (54 per cent), 
carpooling (42 per cent), taking transit more often (37 
per cent), an option chosen more by City of Vancouver dwellers than those residing in the suburbs.

But surprisingly, it is not primarily the 35-cent-or-so increase in gas prices over the past year that has 
been the main, ahem, driver of these changes, but rather traffic congestion on our streets and highways. 
When asked which has been a greater factor, 47 per cent of Metro Vancouver residents replied car 
congestion in contrast to 33 per cent responding gas prices (with the remainder contributing their changes 
to both equally). Eight in ten residents find that car congestion has gotten worse in the past year in Metro 
Vancouver and one-third of commuters reported that daily commute times have increased, an average of 
14 minutes (with overall commute times averaging a total of 30 minutes). 

So even with surging gas prices, it is the irritation and inconvenience of congestion that has led 
change. Hardly considered a carrot, but this demonstrates the challenge for 
public policy makers in trying to predict what will be most effective in altering 
our habits. vlm

Evi Mustel is principal of Mustel Group <mustelgroup.com>, a leading market 
and opinion research firm in Western Canada. Ill
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Do you find the level of car congestion 
over the past year in the Lower Mainland 
has:

78%  Increased
1%	 Decreased
21% Stayed about the same


