Date:

February 6, 2002


To:
Travel Agents of America:  READ AND HEED EVERY WORD OF THIS CALL-TO-ACTION IF YOU PLAN ON STAYING IN THE TRAVEL AGENT INDUSTRY!!!
From:

Lawton Roberts

Subject:

AIRFARE PRICE DISCRIMINATION, WEB-ONLY AIRFARES VERSUS CRS AIRFARES

On December 11th, I sent out a call-to-action to travel agents in over 30 states who had registered on the website www.TravelAgentsofAmerica.com asking them to submit to the U. S. Department of Transportation specific examples of airfare disparities between prices quoted in CRS’s and prices quoted on the same itinerary in airline website data bases such as delta.com, ual.com, nwa.com, aa.com, and orbitz.com.  This new call-to-action was based on a very enlightening meeting I had in Washington with the U. S. Department of Transportation in early December.  Now, on February 6, 2002, I am repeating this call to action, with one significant difference.  From now until the proposed revisions to the CRS regulations are published by the DOT in March, 2002, this specific call-to-action needs to be an on-going effort by all travel agents.  In football, it’s called PILING ON!!!  Every time you or your staff encounters a specific example of fare disparity, whether it is first identified by your staff or one of your customers, you need to take the time to print all screens from all data sources and send it in to the DOT, per the instructions that follow.  This can be a weekly mailing of all such examples compiled during the week.  Simply prepare your cover letter once, and reuse it with a current date each time you send your examples to the DOT.  This material is definitely reaching the proper authorities, and is being considered in the revisions that are now underway to the CRS Regulations that are long overdue for rewrite.  The more examples you can provide together with your own concerns about this discriminatory and predatory impact on your business, the better our industry’s chances of having this particular problem corrected by the DOT in 2002, through regulatory means.  Through my numerous trips to Washington on behalf of travel agents, I have been advised by both Senate and House counsel familiar with this problem that the DOT has the authority under existing law to correct this problem through regulatory means, without the need for any new legislation.  And the CRS regulations are the logical place to deal with it.  By simply classifying Orbitz as a CRS, as Canada’s Transport Union has done, this problem would be corrected, since under existing DOT regulations in the United States, airfares provided by the airlines to one CRS must also be provided to all other CRS’s.

BACKGROUND TO THIS CALL-TO-ACTION:  For those who are new to Travel Agents of America, let me give you some background that led to the need for this specific action on your part.  In my meeting with the DOT in early December, I learned that the DOT had sent out what is known as an ANPRM in 1997, (Advanced Notice of Proposed Rule Making), to invite input to possible changes to the federal regulations that govern CRS’s.  I knew that there had been much trade press written about CRS rule changes several years ago, but it had seemed to just go nowhere.  I was advised that the new DOT administration under Secretary Mineta was the reason that finally rewriting the CRS regulations had suddenly become a priority.  The DOT representatives advised me that one of the issues they were considering addressing was the issue of web fares that are excluded from CRS databases, the implications on the public, travel agents and airlines.  I informed them that Expedia had just fought for and received a favorable ruling from the European Union on web fares in the European community that were about to be in the European equivalent of Orbitz, Oboto.  Now, fares offered in Oboto must be offered in travel agent databases through CRS’s as well.  I also advised them that the Canadian Transport Union had ruled that fares offered in Orbitz would also have to be offered in CRS’s to Canadian Travel Agencies.  Orbitz is not yet available on line to the public in Canada, so I am told.  So web fares are not yet available to CRS subscribers in Canada.  As to the timetable for the process of CRS rulemaking and eventual implementation of any CRS rule changes, the U. S. DOT is currently in the process of rewriting the CRS regulations, and plans to publish a draft version to the public by the end of March 2002, as an NPRM, (Notice of Proposed Rule Making).  Then follows 60 days of invited comments from any and all affected parties, including travel agents, airlines, CRS’s, and consumer advocates, then a final internal DOT review based on the feedback to the proposed rules, then the publication of a Final CRS Rule Change, followed by a period of allowing for all parties to make needed system or procedural changes in order to meet compliance by a certain deadline.  Optimistically, the DOT hopes to implement the revised CRS regulations by no later than the end of 2002.    

Following my meeting with the DOT in December, I requested and received a favorable ruling that allows travel agents to provide individual comments or concerns about the unfair price discrimination issue NOW, although the published deadline for DOT receipt of invited comments in response to the DOT’s Advanced Notice of Proposed Rule-Making had already passed.  In addition, whenever the NPRM is published this spring along with the initial version of the proposed CRS rule changes, we along with others will be invited to submit our comments again, based on the proposed revisions, whether they are favorable to travel agents or not.  I will keep you advised of this very important event and opportunity whenever it occurs.  So once again, it’s time for action.  Here is your individual opportunity to express your concerns about web-only fares direct to the people in our federal government who can do something about it, and in fact are considering that very thing.  Because of Travel Agents of America, once again you have an opportunity to have YOUR VOICE heard in Washington, unfiltered by any third party.  NOW IS THE TIME TO TAKE ACTION, AS FOLLOWS:

TRAVEL AGENTS OF AMERICA

NEW  CALL-TO-ACTION  February 6, 2002

(Even if you have participated in this call-to-action before in late December or in January, consider this a new strategy to bombard the DOT in Washington over the next several weeks with specific examples of airfare price discrimination.  Travel agency documentation on this problem that the DOT has received to date is now beginning to get serious attention and consideration during the CRS rule making process that is now underway at the DOT.  Now is the time to flood the DOT with specific examples of this serious threat to the travel agent industry.  Now is the time to PILE ON!!!)

YOUR OPPORTUNITY TO CONVEY YOUR PERSONAL CONCERNS TO THE U. S. DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION ABOUT THE IMPACT TO YOU OF THE AIRLINE PRACTICE OF AIRFARE PRICE DISCRIMINATION BY WITHHOLDING WEB-ONLY AIR FARES FROM TRAVEL AGENT CRS’S:

1. STEP ONE:  Gather specific printed examples of airfare price discrimination comparing web-only fares quoted on airline web sites plus Orbitz plus your CRS.  Make printouts from all three sources for each example.  Label each one clearly so that anyone can easily compare the three sources of fare quotes for the same itinerary, airline, etc.  Be sure to compare base fares to base fares, as Orbitz does not break it out.  Find at least two or three examples.  I am sure you can find examples that show fare disparities of well over 20% between quotes. Recently, our agency identified a difference of 90%, or $1,500 between a CRS fare and an airline website fare.    

2. STEP TWO:  Write a cover letter on your letterhead expressing your concern about the airline practice of withholding the lowest airfares from your business, its impact both to you and to your customers, and why you believe it to be unfair competition.  Make a copy of all your correspondence and attachments, and file for possible later reference, if contacted by the DOT.  The heading of your cover letter should look something like this:

BEFORE THE 

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

WASHINGTON, D. C.

February XX,  2002

COMMENTS OF THE

XYZ TRAVEL AGENCY, INC.

IN THE MATTER OF

DOCKET #2881, CRS RULE MAKING 

3. Send the cover letter with your attachments by overnight courier or by U. S. Mail.  I have been assured that overnight courier services like Federal Express are getting through almost without delay.  U. S. Mail is getting through, but with some delay.  Send to:

a. United States Department of Transportation

b. Docket Section

c. Reference Docket #2881, CRS Rule Making

d. 400 7th Street, SW

e. Washington, D. C. , 20590

f. For a phone number on the overnight air bill, use 202-366-8822

g. For a dept, use “Docket Section”

You can expect that I will follow this entire process of CRS rulemaking over the next 12 months and that I will alert you at each opportunity to participate in it as the process allows, now that we know that such a process is underway!  

I hope that every travel agent in America will take advantage of this important call-to-action.  With each new visit or phone call to Washington, I am learning more about how the process (in Washington) works and where your most productive efforts need to be focused.  But it’s up to you to individually do your part in helping to make positive changes in our industry.  No longer can we sit by on the sidelines and expect someone else to deal with these critically important issues on our behalf, even if we paid them to.  

Please tell other travel agents in your area how they too can get involved in fighting for the future of the travel agent industry by simply enlisting on the website www.TravelAgentsofAmerica.com .

Lawton Roberts

Founder, Travel Agents of America

Author, “Unfair At Any Fare”

Owner, UNIGLOBE® Country Place Travel

2000 Riverside Parkway, Suite 206

Lawrenceville, GA 30043

Lawton@AlaskaTravelExperts.com

www.TravelAgentsofAmerica.com
770-338-1184

770-338-1936 fax

Travel Agents of America:  Fighting to give travel agents a direct voice in Washington; THEIR OWN! 

