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Basic Background

Prior Activity

“With any airline merger, less competition means higher prices for the consumer. Our members, the travel agents, are on the front line. They get calls from their customers who want the lowest possible fare. A good travel agent works to get them that. Some of those people are frequent flyers and want that cheap are on their airline. If there’s little competition, then it’s going to be harder to find those fares.”

“Travel agents are trying to defend the rights of consumers. We go up to the Hill as their advocates. Consumers shouldn’t have to pay higher fares because of this consolidation. There’s just too much greed! I’ve seen this. I’ve seen this when they cut back our commissions. All of this hurts us in the long run.”

No economist would disagree with you about the relationship between competition and prices. That’s a pretty strong law of economics. But the two airlines involved have said publicly that this won’t be the case because we have new carriers like Southwest that come into the market and bring competition to it. 

“Southwest did have a plan. They were going to be regional and they didn’t overextend themselves. And they’ve kept to their mission of providing low-cost service. They stuck to it like a well-oiled machine. But there’s little competition in the lucrative markets. Those markets are sewed up. The big carriers have locked up the [landing] slots and the gates. Here in the Washington area, you have lots of consumers going up to BWI to take advantage of Southwest’s fares.”

Advocacy Undertaken

“In the last two years we’ve positioned ourselves as the voice of consumers on Capitol Hill. But we have to take a step back. In 1998 we sent every member of the House and the Senate this little document, the “Air Travelers Bill of Rights.” Our feeling was that every consumer should have certain rights as a traveler. We wanted to get every airline to adopt these policies as its own. They haven’t done very much. And our policy statement fell by the wayside. Then, all of a sudden, there’s this legislation introduced by Sen. Wyden. So we started working with him. There were hearings and we worked on those. Sen. McCain gutted the Wyden bill; it allowed airlines to get by with their own customer services plan. And McCain co-sponsored Wyden’s bill. Now McCain’s plan allowed the airlines a year to do this [implement their plans]. We worked with Wyden on two amendments—and those passed. One asked the Inspector General [of the Department of Transportation]. to look into the lowest fare________ [This has to do with making sure that when someone calls up that the agent offers the lowest fare available.] Second, overbooking. This got put into an appropriations bill. McCain also got legislation passed as part of Air 21. It also called on the Inspector General [of DOT] to [monitor] how airlines are doing. So now there are three reports due from the IG. One of lowest fares, one on overbooking, and one [responding to McCain’s bill]. It’s supposed to be sent to the Hill on Dec. 31, but we’ve been working with the Inspector General and he’s not going to make it on Dec. 31.”

What else did you do, did you go to offices and talk to staffers and legislators?
“We’re always lobbying hard for our ________ and it [the merger] always comes up. We always get into a discussion of airline deregulation. The motives behind deregulation was good for consumers. But the intent of deregulation has disappeared for consumers. They’ve [the airlines and DOT] have basically screwed up a good thing.”

Future Advocacy
They’ll continue lobbying on this issue but no specific campaigns/activities were described.

Key Contacts

“We had our champions. We have our own bill and we got Sen. Reed [D-RI] and Representative John Sweeney [R-NY] to sponsor it. Sweeney is a freshman but he was the vice chair of the Aviation Subcommittee on the House side. We got 30 co-sponsors, but we introduced the bill late in the Senate, not until this past July. All in all there are 9 major pieces of legislation that emerged this summer.”

Targets of Direct Lobbying

“We testified on the House side, but we didn’t testify before the judiciary committees. [There were four hearings, two before the judiciary committees and the other before Transportation and Infrastructure (House) and Commerce (Senate).] The judiciary committees looked at competition but we wouldn’t be called on to testify at a heavy competition hearing.”

Dept. of Transportation

Coalition Partners

None on this issue, but generally: 

I forgot to ask you about coalitions. When you were working on the merger, did you work in a coalition with other groups? 

“Lobbying by coalition has become a wonderful thing. We have an informal coalition set up around ORBITS. You know about ORBITS?  I don’t think so. Four of the airlines, now 5 have combined for a joint web site that will offer the lowest fare. No other carriers or web sites will have access to this. So we’re sort of like Don Quixote.”

“Consumer’s Union we’ve worked with. They’ve been great. How about on the United Airlines merger? We didn’t do that with anyone else on that issue. But we’ve told people, think of how much of the market that [combined entity] would control and then think of what would happen if there was a strike.”

Other Participants

United Airlines

U.S. Air

Ubiquitous Arguments

“With any airline merger, less competition means higher prices for the consumer.”

What are you saying, are you saying to stop the merger?
“Yes, stop it. That’s foremost. There’s a congressman from Minnesota who’s been in the forefront on these things. Jim Oberstar. He just gave a major speech. And he introduced legislation. Next year will be a boom year for aviation legislation. A lot of the blame this year goes to the Department of Transportation. They really screwed up.”

Secondary Arguments

“Travel agents are trying to defend the rights of consumers.

But we’ve told people, think of how much of the market that [combined entity] would control and then think of what would happen if there was a strike.”

Targeted Arguments

None mentioned.

Ubiquitous/Opposition

Better service for consumers

Secondary/Opposition

None mentioned.

Targeted/Opposition

None mentioned

Described as Partisan

No

Venues

Congress

Dept. of Transportation

Action Pending

Merger still pending before government

Policy objectives

Status quo: stop the merger

Opposition to status quo: Let the merger go forward

Advocate’s experience/tenure

No information.

Research

5. “We do our own in-house research. We do surveys of the industry. We have the information about the industry. You know travel agents still book 75-80 percent of all airline tickets. But we don’t try to inundate them with information. If it’s over a page long, it goes in the trashcan. People on the Hill will call when they have questions. We nurture these relationships. We get a lot of calls from the Hill because of the growth of complaints about air travel. 

Individuals involved in advocacy

I have an assistant and I have a part-time PAC person. That will change next year, I’ll have two full-time assistants. There are also 2 attorneys that assist me.

Units Involved in advocacy

two: gov affairs and counsel’s office

Advocate’s Outstanding skill

No information.

Membership size

26,000 [travel agencies and some other affiliated members].

Organizational Age

Type of Membership

6. We’ve been here 70 years. We’re a trade association. What happens is that a travel agency joins the organization and then designates one individual as the member. It’s not an open membership organization. And we have allied members: the airline industry, tour operators, cruise ships and the like.”

Misc.

“We promote the education of our members. We have a consumer affairs department; we try to settle complaints against members. We have a legal counsel’s office. We have a meeting and convention section. Each year we have an annual meeting. We call it a World Congress. Our attendance is 5,000 and up. We have an international division. 170 other countries________. Is your office in Washington, Northern Virginia that is, your national headquarters? Yes it is. We have 85 employees here. Tell me about how your office, Government Affairs is organized. I do federal issues. We also do the agencies. I have an assistant and I have a part-time PAC person. That will change next year, I’ll have two full-time assistants. There are also 2 attorneys that assist me. Do you do the agencies yourself too? I scramble. I do work with the agencies. I work with the Department of Transportation. They’re putting together a commission on travel agents [?]; we’re working to get ourselves appointed to it. We worked with the GAO on Air 21.”

7. “I think they’d know of us, they’d say they’d heard of us. They probably couldn’t tell you where we’re located. It would depend on the staffer. One or two times a year they see us. Of course a lot of this depends on whether [our missives] land on the right desk. One of the things that’s an issue is that there’s more staff change on the Hill than you can believe. You’ll have a relationship you’ve built and then six months later they’re gone. So when the staffer has changed, you have to start all over again. We’re a small business association—travel agencies are small businesses. They’d probably say we’re not the most aggressive lobby. We’re not as arrogant as the airlines. We don’t have that kind of posture.”

“We have a PAC, that’s important. If you want to be a player in this city, you have to have a political action committee. Money is part of the game. It gives us the access we need. So I go to receptions after work. I go to breakfasts. I go to luncheons. But we’re not high rollers like the airlines.”

“I’ll you a story. My boss and I were on the Hill racing to an appointment and we see a group of about 15 down the hall. When we get closer, we recognize every single one of them. They were from the airlines. So it felt like 15 against 2. But we don’t have that kind of arrogance. Wee have limited political clout.

