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TRAVEL AGENTS
GET BETTER




. They're
- Back!

Travel agents suffered a
swift decline when
consumers flocked to
the Web. Now theyre
staging a comeback
armed with new
services and old tricks.
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2125 Kristen Bellstrom

Whe:n she was planning her birthday trip
to New York City, Caroline Koons Forrest started
where most of us do: online. She checked everything
from Hotels.com to the Four Seasons’ site. No luck.
Everything was booked solid, outrageously priced or
completely unfamiliar to her (the Days Hotel, anyone?).
So the West Palm Beach architectural designer did
something she hadn't done in ages: switched off her
computer and called a local travel agent. Minutes later
ﬁic;.-_ﬁmall of Elite Travel International phoned back
with a room ar her first-choice hotel, the Four Seasons,
at half the $1,600 price tag for a suite Forrest had
spotted on the Web. The icing on the cake? An

actual birthday cake, which awaited Forrest and her
husband when they entered their room.

Afrer more than a decade of decling, the humble
travel agent is staging a comeback. Frustrated with the
recent rash of sold-out hotels and airline sears, travelers
are discovering that for all the hype, Web sites like
Hotels.com, Orbitz and Travelocity are losing some
of their edge, especially when it comes to high-end
locations. And customer displeasure is starting to
show; growth in the once red-hot online travel business
is cooling, up 20 percent last year afrer a 28 percent
increase in 2004, Enter the travel agent, the most savvy
of whom can use longtime connections to secure that
“sold out”™ room or coveted aisle seat. Written off as
dinosaurs not so long ago, agents are seeing a welcome
bump in business, with the 2006 average weekly sales
per agent location up 15 percent over the year before.
High-end rravel is turning up as well, with members of
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O Time-starved
vacationers are paying extra o travel
agents to book the parfect vacation,

Virtuoso, a consortum of mare
than 300 luxury agencies, racking
up $4.2 bullion in sales last year, an
11 percent jump over 2008,

Many agents have become a
specialized bunch, some offering
adrenaline-fueled adventure tmps,
others pricey safaris, Travelers come
to Stacy Small for high-end requeses
like a line on a Tuscan villa ora
kesson with the bese ski instructor in
e, Morirz. Other agents go afrer
even thinner slices of the travel pie,
with specialties ranging from
rwins-only cruises to kosher dude
ranches. Linda Andralia of
Sunstone Tours in Malibu, Calif.,
books nothing but small cruises to
wildlife-rich spots like Alaska ar
the Galapagos. But fair warning:
Such experTise comes at a price,
Some agents charge anywhere from
£150 ro redeem a frequent-flice
award ro a $300 consulting fee for
arranging customized trips.

For an industry that was all bur
left for dead, any recovery is quite
a shift. In the 1980s, agents were
the gatekeepers of ravel, booking
nearly 80 percent of all airline
tickets. That changed in the mid-
1990, when airlines began hacking
away at the commission race until
it finally disappeared after 9/11. Ar
the same time, the first online ravel
AgEncies started 1o AT e,
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and consumers began o discover
that they could book their
own iickers just as easily—and
often for less. Sales plummered,
and the number of agency
locanons dropped by nearly 50
percent between 1996 and 2008,
Serting the stage for the
ARENCY renalssance 15 a booming
travel market thar has vacationers
scramibling oo find rocm at the
inn. Atrpons are mobbed,
with the magor LS, carmeers
hilling 7% percent of seats last
vear, the highess race simece World
Woar I1. At the same time, hotel
occupancy rates hit their boftiest
mark in nearly a decade last
year, sceording to Smith Travel
Research. It doesn't hurr thar
agent-friendly businesses such as
cruise lines are also growing,

with a récord 126 million people
expected to take a cruise this vear.
And while ravel Web sites
point 1o their service alerts and
24-hour hotlines, maditional
agenis ofven have the upper hand
when it comes to dealing with the
mounting travel hasshes, Ellison
Poe, president of Poe Travel in
Lirtle Rock, Ark., recently fielded
a desperare call from client
Terry Harris, a markeving vice
president who was en route toa
meeting in Cuba when a
hurnicane stranded him in
Miama, With all the nonstop
flights out of commission, Poe
had ro get creanive, ulrimarely
managing to get Harris to Cuba
by way of Mexico Ciny. “1
can't imaging booking a trip
without her,” says Harrs.
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Richard Turen of Churchill
and Torep—swho prefers the term
“vacation consuloant"—savs
ir's the whire-glove extras thar
matter at his Maperville, [1L.,
agency. Mot only does he claim
toy have the pull vo get clients
space in sold-our properues, but
he also promises VIP trearment
when they arrive, Turen sayvs
he won't use computerized
FESEFVATION SYSDEmmsE, Msisting
on contactng a hotel manager
personally. He sends clienes
binders detailing each step of
the tnip, down to diagrams of
every airpor. At places where
the walk between terminals i3
*mrerminable™—such as Hong
Fong International—he'll even
arrange for a golf cart to greet
puests af the pate so they won't
have to hoof it. Malaka Hilton,
an Egypt specialist and president
of Admiral Travel in Sarasota,
Fla., visirs the country at least
once a vear, often leading her
oot pours, Over the vears Hileon W
has adided more and more well: S8
known Egyprians ro her Rolodesgis L
her clients can expect anything S
trom a reception af the home :
of former First Lady Jehan Sadag &
to a day in the field with famed 8
Egyprologist Zahi Hawass.

Bur for all the perks and
special rrearment offered by
this new breed of agent, there's
some old baggage for travelers
ta contend with, Agens still earm
commissions, including
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so-calbed overndes, the exira-
large fees awarded 1o those
who bring the most customers
o a specihc hupplmi. Orwverrides
are 4 red flag o many critics,
who wonder what's to stop
agents from pushing all of their
custuners toward wharever
carns the biggesr bonus. And
when nor offering actual
pavouts, suppliers soll woo
agents with discounted or free .
trips and incentive specials, like
the recent $60,000 sweepstakes
offered by Tratalgar Tours,

Photographing
tortolses on the
Galapagos Isinnds
has become &
Tt ki .

where agents carned chances

ta wan with each Tratalgar

booking they brought in. business, so sending clients on

tivey had no choice but to starn

What's more, all the
pampering comes ata price.
Where most agents used to be
paid strictly by commission.

charging. Travelers could always
boak themselves, bur for many,

a couple hundred dollars 15 a
small price to payv. “How much

a subipar trip is not in their best
interest, Besides, the wealth
of informanon online allows

customers to donble-check prices

and agents” recommendanions.
Joe Brancarelly, publisher of
rravel Web site JoeSeneivle.com;,

is vour time worth? ™ asks
Tony Poe of Poe Travel. When

they now charge 525 to 545 for
a basie aicline ncket. Some have

imposed other, steeper fees, like it comes o the influence of
Michelle Voon ar GoCarefree
Travel, who charges $50 1o

&7% an hour, or Strong Travel
Services in Dallas, where the flat
fee fior A customized fnip stars

ar £2350 per clienr. Meamwhile,
high-end travel-guide provider
Nota Bene i launching an
invitation-only agency with
what founder Anthooy Lassmian
describes as “sigmificant”™ joaming
and annual membership fees.
And it's not just the higher
charges that bather crinics. Fees

override commissions and other
perks, agents point out rhat
they rely on referrals and repeat

puts it this way: " Now you
can tell in a second if they'rein

somebody's back pocket.” &

l]ﬂ I'ls I_']E].I,I_RE Do travel agents really sarn their haep? We put
three o the test, asking them to arrange a medsummer tnp to Paris, including
a dedure hotel and an inexpensive round-irip fare from New York. Than

wi want onling to see what kind of bargains we could hind on our gwn
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NEESTOP
FLIGHT HOTEL PER KIGHT COMMENT
Radisson SAS
Hotel Champs

Elynaes, 5388

ASAP Travel
Jacksonalla, Fla

Aoir Ingdip,
2703

By far the cheapest llight, ASAP wsualy charges $30 per
plana ficke! bul wkes the fee if you also bagk i helel

Continental, Starhotels
£1.068 Casiilla,
338

Family-Friendly
Vacatlons
Masa, Ariz

E Elite Travel
i

We thought we mighl geta good dest at a family-lriendy
hastal (thiz nne lets one child undes 11 stay free), and
indeed, 1's oo st afford ke option.

imply that it’s only the customer
whao's compensaring the agent,
says Christopher Ellioet. host

- ] . ¥  but the v mon tkan
of What You Get for i Beat Expedia’s rates, but the savings T

Caontinanal, Four Seasons

- Intemational $895 Hotel George V.  canceled sut by fees: §150-per-person consulting charge,
Money: Vacations on the Fine West Palm Beach, Fla $871 #fus 360 per plane ticket
Living nerwork, when the reality ol Tl for $840
is th R T v Teavalocity Contnental, interContinental  Travelecity appeared bo offer thie Alr inda Tighl Or #0815,
is that the agent is -Jh‘-i_ TI B §1108 Pasis Le Grand,  but when we iried to book, the price jumped 1o §1,782
commissions iram hotels, 5347 (Trawedocity says airfing fares can change at a mement s

cruise lines and others, *Thev're
basically senving pwo

nolice). The site alsn gave us aly ana hexury-hotel opion

Wi had the seme probliam with the Alr ladia flight,
bu vee fownd Expedia's hotel selection fa Lager
than Travelocity s

Continenial, Four Ssasons
$1,103 Hotel George ',
=017

1 By E
MASTers, N savs, Expadia.com
Agents say thar with airline

commissions disappearing,
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