EXPERT CONTRIBUTOR

By Jerry Ellis, Jr.
Ellis-Lopez Travel Partners LLC

A New Normal
in Planning Travel
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“

UT OF A MOUNTAIN OF DESPAIR, A
STONE OF HOPE.” Those words appear
on the side of the majestic statue of the
Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial in Washington,
D.C. It reminds us of our struggles, past and
present, and a longing for someone or something
to lighten a dark path on a long journey. The
wrath of the Coronavirus pandemic has
laid down the heavy burden of living in
uncertainty making it seem impossible to
plan. It is easy to book travel online with a
straightforward itinerary. If there are no
special requests for the airline or your
resort accommodation, the process
should be seamless. Sometimes we are
not so lucky. Currently, many industry
suppliers are overwhelmed with cancellation
and rebooking requests and wait times are much longer
than normal.
Recently, I assisted a client with an itinerary traveling from BWI
to Las Vegas in May 2021. Her companion, being six-foot-eleven inches
and approximately 330 pounds, certainly needed to be comfortable. He had
a unique need. Southwest Airlines had the best direct flight times for their
dates of travel. However, Southwest has “open seating” and when booking
online there was not an option to choose the seats needed for my customer.
I called the special line reserved for travel agents to get needed help with the
booking. After almost two hours hold time, I advised my client that we call
the regular customer service department together. Finally, after a hold time of
more than one hour, she was able to speak with someone to properly assign
the seats. My client had to purchase two seats for her companion to have
enough leg room and enjoy the flight. In this case, two seats were purchased
for one person and the airline charged for two seats in advance. However, my
client will get reimbursed for the extra seat after the trip is complete. If you
have a special need or circumstance for the airlines, I recommend emailing
a customer service agent or have your travel advisor explain the situation.
It is always good to get written documentation of extra costs, airline policy,
and a name of someone who assisted you prior to calling. No one would
enjoy holding the line for over an hour just to find out the airline could not
accommodate their needs.

If the airline carrier is not
based in the United States,
you could have issues
when trying to pay fees. For
example, I had a flight reserved
with Avianca which is based in
Bogota, Colombia. I tried to pay the fee for
baggage, however their website did not accept U.S.
credit card payments for baggage. The fee had to be
paid at the airport or over the phone. The airport was
the best choice since I had previously held on the phone
for over two hours just to pay the rebooking fee. I had
no idea that I would have issues with paying the baggage
fee online.
For international journeys, consider producing a few itinerary choices
that you would be happy with in case you have to cancel a trip. I highly
recommend getting travel insurance with every international trip in these
uncertain times. When traveling abroad make sure to have a plan that covers
trip cancellation/interruption, medical care, and repatriation costs in the
event you must abruptly return to the United States.
The coronavirus vaccines may be that “stone of hope” we are all searching
for during this dark period. Of course, it may take years before we are able
to unmask and witness the eradication of the virus. As you test the waters
of your next international travel experience, always have the best travel
insurance possible, have a few itinerary options, and do whatever is possible
to avoid long telephone hold times. Travel smart and be safe! P
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