Tucancun - the "resort" that could have been...

So many "little" things went wrong with the President's Day weekend of February 18-21, 2000 that it is difficult to begin.  I am a seasoned traveler, who has traveled and lived overseas.  My current country count is 21 and spans both civilized and uncivilized countries.  I have a wealth of experience residing in hotels of all levels of comfort and know what a hotel or resort should command, fiscally speaking.  The Tucancun resort in Cancun, Mexico is one of the resorts that could actually be a decent place if managed much better.  Let's start with the room.  

My wife and I arrived at approximately 2:30pm on Friday, February 18, 2000.  We were checked in promptly and informed that we had a room overlooking the lagoon.  In actuality, the room was overlooking the service entrance to the mall that was located 20 yards from the front entrance to the hotel so we decided to upgrade to an ocean-view room.  This cost us an additional $30 per night.  The check-in staff offered us no information about the hotel, nor were they very receptive to any questions.  They did not seem to speak English very well, so that could have accounted for their reluctance.  We arrived at our room and things were basically in order except for the fact that one of the two windows to our room was bricked over due to recent construction to expand the facility.  The remaining window gave a sliver view of the ocean since it actually looked out over a concrete balcony.  The balcony was much bigger than most, but sacrificed the view.  The television remote did not work because it appeared that the batteries were dead.  The TV had about eight channels, none of which were news or music.  CNN and VH1 were apparently available according to the channel listing, but neither worked.  There was no radio in the (upgraded - by the way) room.  Overall, the room could have used a new coat of paint. At this point, we were still reasonable and somewhat satisfied.

We attempted to meet with our Vacation Express representative at 4:00pm as scheduled, but he did not show up.  We met him later when he did show up for work (he stated there was an accident that delayed him, although he was late nearly every day) and were told that we should meet with him the day of our departure to arrange a time for the bus to take us to the airport.  He offered to assist us in any way during our stay.  We were given no information package, no guide to the hotel, no orientation whatsoever.  In order to find out what activities were taking place and when, we had to run around the hotel trying to discover hidden pieces of information ourselves.  The room provided no assistance, as there were no hotel guides or pamphlets of information.  We did ask that our representative recommend a car rental agency since we were planning on visiting the archeological site of Tulum 130 kilometers down the coast.  He recommended the hotel-sponsored VIP Car Rental agency since the other agencies in town had "questionable credit card handling procedures".  We arranged to meet with the VIP representative and he showed up 20 minutes past our scheduled meeting time.  We rented a Volkswagen convertible for $56 for one day that nearly deserted us 130 kilometers away from our resort.  Firstly, we were given the car with only 1/4 tank of gas. Secondly, the thing couldn't get past 120 kilometer/hour without falling apart.  Thirdly, when we finished touring the Tulum site, we hopped in the car, planning on stopping at a few highly-interesting sites on the way back to the hotel.  I turned the key and nothing happened.  We got out and checked every connection to no avail.  Luckily there was a helpful local around who helped me push the car out of the spot and down the road while my wife successfully popped the clutch and got the car started.  Needless to say, our side trips were cancelled on the way back just to ensure our safe arrival.  We turned the car in and eventually negotiated a 30% discount. Looking back on it now, I personally believe they should have charged nothing, but that's just me.

There are four restaurants at the Tucancun Resort.  One is a beach restaurant that operates only during the day and offers breakfast and snack food. Of the remaining three, two require dinner reservations and the reservation system is quite flawed.  We were told that reservations for the two restaurants (Italian and Mexican) could be made starting at 10:00am and no earlier.  When we got to the service desk at 10:00am we were told that the restaurants were either completely full or full for the first couple of hours (7:00-9:00pm).  The explanation that was given to us was that travel agents back in the States (and other countries) had made reservations for their clients, thus filling the restaurants and leaving us with no choice other than the remaining restaurant.  The one remaining restaurant (El Cafe) was completely disorganized, could hold approximately 60-80 persons, and served food, drink, and service that rated about a zero on a scale of 1-5.  The following two nights we managed reservations at the two other restaurants (only by pulling some strings and bullying our way in by threatening to write the evaluation that you are now reading).  To our surprise, these supposedly "fully booked" restaurants had plenty of empty seats throughout.  Each of these restaurants could hold approximately 60-80 persons as well.  With a total patronage of approximately 500 persons, all three restaurants could only serve about 180-240 at one time.  Most people showed up for dinner between 6:30-7:00 - the standard dining times, so El Cafe became overflowing in a short period.  I must say that the food and the service at the Mexican and Italian restaurants was quite good, if one can get in.  The Italian restaurant has a dress code of pants or dress shorts for men and the equivalent for women, but chose to disregard it.  When I asked the wait staff why some people were grossly allowed to wear quite offensive clothing when there was a dress code, I received the following answer:  "Because it's bad for you, but not for us."

The four bars did not perform much better.  The staff made drinks as if they were in a high school chemistry class.  A splash of this, a chug of that, throw some ice in and there's your drink.  No measuring, no mixing, just pour everything in a glass, ensure the token spillage, and serve.  Mixology 101 should be required before these people are allowed to serve again.  What they are serving is on the same level.  "Domestic drinks" does not mean what most think it means.  When you hear "domestic drinks" you think of beers such as Corona, Negro Modelo, Dos Equis, Sol, etc.  What you get is watered down Dos Equis and no other choice.  Kahlua?  Forget it.  They have the cheapest brand of coffee liqueur they could find.  Jose Cuervo?  Don't you get the picture yet?  They went out back and extracted the juice of the agave themselves.  Even if you choose to partake of this swill, good luck getting the attention of the staff.

A couple of other items of particular noteworthiness:  The games room contains a pool table and a table tennis table, but is in need of repair or upgrading.  Many of the chaise lounges around the pools are broken and in need of replacing.

Overall, we were happy with our weekend, but very disappointed in the resort.  Our travel agent told us that others had been there before and quoted one satisfied customer as saying: "If this is only a four-star, I'd really like to see what is considered a five-star!"  (Quote could be slightly off, but the intent remains.)  We were also informed by this agent just days prior to our departure that someone had just returned from this resort and was quite satisfied.

Taking into consideration the wealth of hotels and resorts that both my wife and I have to compare this resort to, we give this one a thumbs WAY down.  The service was poor, food quality in the general dining facility was unacceptable, the drinks were as cheap as they could possibly find, and a fair portion of the hotel staff was either inattentive or simply incompetent.  I must point out that the bellboy and the waiters/waitresses at the Mexican and Italian restaurants provided great service, and our Vacation Express representative fought once to get us into the Mexican restaurant our last night there. Other than these positive anomalies, we could find little to praise.

This resort does have a couple of redeeming qualities:  its location right on a beautiful beach and three swimming pools.  If, however, it believed in honesty, the motto of this resort would be something along the lines of "Tucancun - but two should do Cancun somewhere else". There is a veritable bounty of hotels and resorts to choose from, my recommendation is to choose one of the others. If you're looking for quantity of food and drink without regard for quality, this resort will be fine for you.

