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Exploring the pros and cons of staying at an Airbnb

TALES FROM THE ROAD

ARLENE & ROBIN KARPAN

lot has changed in the
Aworld of travel recently, but

one of the most significant
phenomenon in the past decade
hasbeenthe emergence of Airbnb.
Starting with anideain 2007, it has
becomebigger than the fivelargest
hotel chains combined.

The odd name originated with
two young cash-strapped room-
matesin San Franciscowho sawan
opportunity when a major confer-
ence came to town and hotelswere
fullybooked. They set up a website
indicating that they would rent out
airmattressesin theirapartment. It
went over so well that they saw the
makings of a business that eventu-
ally became a multibillion-dollar
operation.

These days, it is unlikely that you
will sleep on an air mattress. The
other confusing part is that the
“bnb” in the name is an obvious
take-offon “bed and breakfast,” but
breakfastis rarely included. Hosts
who offer breakfast tend to be the
exceptionrather than therule.

Airbnb doesn’t own properties
butrather provides abooking plat-
form for those with aroom to rent.
While it started off modestly with
mostly spare bedrooms, today the
offerings range from single rooms
to complete apartments, farm
houses, beach-side villas, tree
houses, castles—younameit. List-
ings number in the millions and

include almostevery countryinthe
world.

Using Airbnb has its pros and
cons.

The biggest advantage is often
costsavingbecause you can gener-
ally find Airbnb listings for less —
sometimes alotless — than hotels.
If there’s access to a kitchen, you
could prepare some of your own
meals instead of relying on restau-
rants. Many places provide excel-
lentvalue, butsome costmore than
hotels.

The otheradvantageisthe oppor-
tunity to get away from the imper-
sonal nature of hotels and meet
peoplewholive in the place you're
visiting.

There are also many cons.

With a hotel, simply make the
booking and you're done. Booking
with Airbnb requires more fussing
around. You have to open an
account and provide basic back-
ground information, and whenyou
book, confirmation may not be
immediate. Except where the list-
ingistagged “Instant Booking,” the
hosthas up to 24 hours to respond
before confirming. While this
mightnotbe critical when booking
far ahead, it could be a concern
when planning on shortnotice.

When you book a hotel, you can
show up at 4 p.m. or midnight; it
usually doesn’t matter. With Airb-
nb it’s necessary to co-ordinate an
arrival time when the host is there
toletyouin or arrange to pickup a
key.

With traditional bed and break-
fasts, owners are usually licensed
and members of an association
thatimposes certain standards.
Not so with Airbnb. Pretty much
anyone can list on Airbnb and be
up and running almost immedi-
ately. In effect, monitoring of stan-
dards is done through guest

Cost-savings is a big advantage, but not entirely knowing what
you’re getting into can be a major disadvantage when renting an
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reviews. If things aren’t up to snuff,
orifthe propertylisting is mislead-
ing, it will soon get bad reviews;
with enough bad reviews, Airbnb
may take down thelisting.

A new listing with great-looking
facilities at a low price but no
reviews mightlooktempting,butit
comes with some risk. It may be
perfectly fine, but there’s no way to
verifyit. Acommon practiceisfora

newlistingto offer an attractiverate
to encourage visits and then up the
price after a few positive reviews.
Things sometimes gowrong. The
host might cancel a booking with
little notice. The place mightfall far
shortofwhatis promisedinthelist-
ing. Occasionally there are horror
stories of things going wrong,
though horror stories crop up with
hotels as well. Fortunately, all of

our experiences so far have been
positive.

There are a few ways to better
your odds when booking.

The mostimportant is to closely
lookthrough the reviews and verify
that the place has along track
record of visitors being happy with
their stay.

Another is to book with super
hosts. These hosts have a track
record of good reviews, quick
response times, listings that realis-
tically portray the actual property
and areputation for not cancelling
bookings. Also, pay close attention
to cancellation policies because
these may differ from place to
place.

You can also narrow your search
bychoosingapricerange, thekind
of accommodation (such as a sin-
gle room or an entire apartment),
the amenitiesyourequire (such as
akitchen orair conditioning), and
the currency for payment. Fortu-
nately, you can book anywhere in
the world and pay in Canadian
dollars.

Airbnb differs from other book-
ing sites in that reviews work both
ways. Not only do guests review
hosts, but hosts also review guests.
Because hosts often open their
homes to strangers, they can see if
any red flags have been raised by
other hosts before accepting the
booking.

ThereisnodoubtthatAirbnbhas
dramatically increased the possi-
bilities for travellers. But before
using this option, it is best to first
getacquainted with its manyidio-
syncrasies and then decide if it
suitsyour style of travelling.

Arlene and Robin Karpan are well-travelled
writers based in Saskatoon.
Contact: travel@producer.com.

Review could lead to overhaul of education system in Manitoba

Education minister hopes a new commission will look at whether all of the province’s school divisions need to be kept

BY ED WHITE
WINNIPEG BUREAU

Manitoba is finally moving to
begin planning a potentially major
overhaul of its kindergarten-to-
Grade 12 education system.

Two political heavyweights have
beenbroughtintohead acommis-
sion that will review the present
system and come up with a plan to
fix chronic problems, a plan that
could include anything from mod-
erate changes to entirely abolish-
ingschool divisions.

“Somethingclearlyisnotworking
inthe system,” said Manitoba Edu-
cation Minister Kelvin Goertzen in
announcing a panel headed by
former provincial finance minister
Clayton Manness and former Sas-
katchewan finance minister Janice
MacKinnon.

“Our results don’t show that we
are doing better than other prov-
inces in the core courses that we
would hope that young people
would be doing better in.... Mani-
toba has been sliding over the last
15to20years.”

Indeed, Manitoba students have
ranked lastin a number of annual
national surveys of academic
achievement and the situation has
grown worse.

CLAYTON MANNESS
EDUCATION COMMISSION

During the same period, Sas-
katchewan improved its standing.

While some changes have been
introduced inrecent years, includ-
ingreforming the math andliteracy
curricula and teaching methods,
theslide tothe bottom ofthe nation-
alpackhasnotbeenreversed.

“It’'s not because our kids don’t
have the ability,” said Goertzen.

The review will file a report in
February2020, after which the gov-
ernment will study it and then
releaseit to the public.

Politically, it will be overseen by
Ian Wishart, the Portage La Prairie
MLA and former education minis-
ter, who is now Goertzen’s legisla-
tive assistant.

“lanis goingto be actively engaged
with the commission,” said Goertzen.

JANICE MACKINNON
EDUCATION COMMISSION

Wishart is also the former presi-
dent of Keystone Agricultural Pro-
ducersand along-time agriculture
and rural policy wonk.

MacKinnon, who served in the
RoyRomanow government during
atime ofintense financial pressure
and major re-engineering of gov-
ernment services, said the com-
mission will notdeal with financial
matters, but will explore all the
issues that are causing Manitoba’s
education system to stumble.

“There are no pre-determined
outcomes here,” said MacKinnon.

“We are initiating this task with a
blankslate”

The largest part of the commis-
sion’s work will be to hold public
hearings to hear from parents, stu-
dents, educators and the public.

Manness said the commission
will try to work toward consensus
withitsreport, butrealizesitwillbe
dealing with contentious issues.

“There is going to be some hard
steering along the way. We know
that,” he said.

Goertzen said finances and the
financingmodelwillnotbe explored
in thisreview because how and how
much to fund the system will rely
upon the government knowing
“whatthe systemlookslike”

That means the issue of whether
school taxes should be applied to
farmland, placing a heavy burden
on farmers and farmland owners,
will not be dealt with for at least
anotheryear.

Goertzen did not shy away from
discussing the school division
issue.

“Do you have less school divi-
sions? Do you have school divi-
sionsatall?” said Goertzen.

“We have 290 school trustees
involved with runningour divisions
and our schools. Ineed to be con-
vinced that thisis therightnumber”

Nova Scotia eliminated school
divisions after reviewingits provin-
cial system. Other provinces have
amalgamated school divisions.

Manitoba’s system has often been
criticized for being opaque and

lacking true democratic account-
abilitybecause few Manitobansare
aware of what their local school
divisions are doing, howit’s spend-
ing their money, and even who
their school trustees are.

For instance, Winnipeg has six
public school divisions, as well as
Roman Catholic and other non-
public school authorities.

Dozens of school divisions gov-
ern education in rural Manitoba,
even though the population of
mostrural areas has plunged in
recentdecades.

While the provincial government
hasleftit up to the commission to
find its own solutions to the chron-
ic problems in the present system,
Goertzen said the government
promised to fix the system.

“Iget... frustrated when I meet
with school divisions and I ask the
question, ‘who’s responsible for
improving results?’ and I get the
same answer: ‘Well, we're all
responsible. Well, if we're all
responsible then really nobody is
responsible,” said Goertzen.

“I'mnotsure there are really clear
lines of responsibility in the system
in the ability to drive change and to
drive performance because of that”

ed.white@producer.com



