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FOREWORD
JOANNE LIPMAN

The last time I flew across country, I paid too much for my ticket and sat crammed in the back of coach. I lost all feeling in my legs after five hours wedged into a middle seat between two sniffling road warriors with sharp elbows and a propensity to nod off, drooling, on my shoulder.

Next time, you can bet I’ll pay less and get a better seat, besides.

How do I know?

Because I just read this book.

You’d expect The Wall Street Journal to help you in business and, of course, it does. But perhaps you didn’t know The Journal is just as authoritative on the “business of life.” It can help you avoid life’s little indignities—cramped seats and overpriced tickets among them—and navigate life’s biggest challenges, from finding the best medical care to helping your child get into the college of his or her choice.

For sure, our reporters know personal finance and give excellent advice when it comes to investing, financing or refinancing a home or paying down credit card debt. But they’re also experts in health and fitness; cars and travel; fashion and food; gadgets and education; and entertainment and shopping.

That’s where this book comes in. Journal editor Nancy Keates, with the help of some of our most seasoned staffers, has taken the best of our business-of-life coverage, much of it distilled and updated from the paper’s Personal Journal and Weekend sections. But Nancy went a step further, asking reporters to contribute the “trade secrets” of the areas they cover, everything from when stores are most likely to mark down merchandise, to a list of the secret “VIP” phone numbers at the nation’s most exclusive restaurants. And she has shaped it into a clear, highly organized compendium of first-rate consumer advice.

The result is the ultimate reference book, one that will save you money as well as time. It will help you make the best, most informed decisions about matters ranging from travel to shopping and health. And it will cut through the frustrations life tends to throw our way. In short, it’s an instruction manual for living life to the fullest.

Our travel reporters will tell you the best way to cash in on frequent flier miles and the best times to fly. Our retail reporters are shoppers extraordinaire who know how to find out when the sales start before anyone else and how to separate out the fads from the classics. Our Pulitzer Prize–winning health team offers unparalleled coverage of health issues, including useful advice on diet, fitness and state-of-the-art treatment for illnesses. Our food reporters can tell you how to get a reservation at the hottest restaurant of the moment (and, by the way, how to do it at a discount). In a world in which the Web, the personal computer, the cell phone and a plethora of high-tech devices are rapidly changing the way we communicate, shop and entertain ourselves, our tech reporters not only give smart advice on what to buy: they tell you how to shop for high-tech gadgetry while demystifying tech trends that will make you a more informed user and consumer.

Of course, no Wall Street Journal Guide to the Business of Life would be complete without our unparalleled advice about how to manage your money and investments, and you’ll find plenty within these pages as well. We’ve got a primer on how to pick a broker, plus how to understand—and minimize—investment fees. We’ve got specific advice on what to do with your 401(k) if, as most people do, you change jobs.

I’ve saved two of my favorite pieces of advice for last:

On a recent morning, after reading chapter 13’s advice on online shopping, I bought a present for my daughter and was able to get an unadvertised deal on free shipping. I whooped out loud as I learned that I can get a discount almost each and every time I shop on the Web. Thanks to this book, I will never have to shop online without a “promotional code” discount.

Only minutes later, on a more serious note, I heard news of a dear friend’s illness. But I was able to jump into action, using Chapter 9’s authoritative advice to help her research her disease, check out doctors and even find clinical trials she may be eligible for.

Those two extremes—the delight in getting a discount versus the serious need to find information when a life hangs in the balance—are both a part of the business of life. That’s why this book is so essential. Whether you’re facing major life decisions, planning a vacation, buying a car, or just want to be entertained, The Wall Street Journal Guide to the Business of Life helps you get there.

So read on, and enjoy the business of living.

Joanne Lipman is a deputy managing editor of The Wall Street Journal and founding editor of its Weekend and Personal Journal sections.
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THE ART OF THE FARE CHASE

You know the type: Those compulsive deal-finders whose self-esteem depends on getting an absolute rock-bottom price and crowing about it, never mind that they wasted all day Saturday, missing the kids’ soccer game, to save $11.25 on a round-trip to Cleveland. In our opinion, a key factor in booking air travel is knowing when to stop the search. For the search can often be a frustrating and complex endeavor that’s akin to shopping in the dark—imagine groping about blindly in Wal-Mart without being able to see the merchandise (and all the while the prices are shifting). Airlines, you see, price tickets not on what it costs to provide the service, but rather on how much money the carrier thinks it can get at any given moment. That means a ticket for the same flight can cost $200 or $2,000, depending on when you inquire. So, yes, some endeavor can lead to big savings. But too much can be a huge waste of time. So how do you strike a reasonable balance? Knowing a few basic rules about airfares is a must.

1. Watch carefully for airline announcements of new routes or flights. New service often means—initially, at least—empty seats. To fill those planes, airlines often offer fares at garage-sale prices.

2. Keep an eye out for fare wars, which happen all the time. When one airline announces price cuts, wait a few days to see if the other carriers are matching it (they often do). Then find out from the airlines what time of day they load their computers with new fares. This is easier to do than you think: Airlines routinely list all this information on their Web sites. (And we run new service announcements in The Wall Street Journal.)

Beyond that, several travel Web sites offer fare alerts—they keep track of airlines’ fare sales, and will send you free e-mails to keep you up to date. Travelocity’s Fare Watcher (Travelocity.com) will e-mail you if a specific itinerary you requested goes on sale; you can enter a number of cities and choose to be e-mailed either when a price falls by $25 or if it falls below a threshold you specify. Orbitz (Orbitz.com) will show when the lowest prices are available and has a “Deal Detector” that lets you register a price you want, then alerts you if it shows up. SmarterTravel.com offers weekly newsletters with various deal alerts—fare sales from major carriers as well as last-minute weekend deals from your hometown. Last-minute deals are sent to you on the Wednesday before the weekend that’s on sale (Monday for international flights). The newsletters also offer travel tips and news, and SmarterTravel.com’s site has links to the airlines so you can buy directly from them. A few other tips:

3. Connections are usually cheaper than nonstop flights. You may not like the hassle of a longer trip or the risk of missing a connection, but a few hours of extra travel may be worth saving enough to afford, say, a bottle of really nice champagne when you arrive.

4. Don’t be a snob and rule out package deals. Yes, we know that “package travel” often conjures up images of noisy vacationers in baggy Bermuda shorts waiting in endless queues. But one of the industry’s best-kept secrets is that packages increasingly are a tool for snagging airfare bargains, not only for last-minute romps but also for business travelers, routine trips and even family emergencies. The idea is essentially to buy the package for its parts, since the airfare is often a bargain—and there isn’t a penalty if you ditch the hotel. For most domestic travel, a trip with a Saturday-night or at least a three-night stay will get the best deals. The opposite is true for leisure destinations like Las Vegas or the Caribbean, where midweek travel is the best bet for a cheap package.

And bear in mind:

5. Timing is everything. It helps to know when the peak travel times are for where you want to go, since booking the last or first day of the new season can save hundreds of dollars without changing your schedule too drastically. For example, tickets are usually more expensive to the Western United States from June through August and January through March, while on the New York–Boston route it is June through September and the month of December. Peak to European cities is May through September, but the Riviera and Greece are less expensive in September. Also find out what your airline’s peak travel times are; in general the most expensive times to fly are between 7 A.M. and 7 P.M. There’s an old trick frequent fliers use: If they want a peak-hour flight but don’t want to pay the peak rate, they make a reservation on a cheaper flight right after it—and then show up at the airport early. Assuming there’s room, most ticket agents will let you on the earlier flight without changing the fare. But call first and ask for the airline’s policy.

A little-noticed rule change is making it easier for travelers to get cheaper tickets on some international flights. Under the new procedures, it is possible for travelers to benefit from the fact that some tickets cost substantially less when bought overseas. Previously, airlines had a system that kept many of these lower prices off-limits for travelers trying to book overseas flights—you had to physically go to, say, Thailand to get the cheaper Thai price. But on January 15, an airline trade group discarded that system, putting the new ticketing guidelines into effect. For example, the lowest price on American Airlines for a Dallas-Istanbul business-class round-trip via Zurich used to be $6,946, not including taxes. Now, however, a traveler can book the same trip as two one-way tickets (instead of one round-trip), and pay $6,047, undercutting the listed round-trip price by about $900. That wasn’t possible before, because travelers buying outside Istanbul would have been charged the higher Zurich-Dallas fare by default.

However, it still can be tricky to take full advantage of the changes. For starters, some travel agents don’t know about them yet. In addition, some of the airlines’ own Internet sites won’t yet process bookings for points of origin that don’t match the credit-card address. As a result, calling an airline’s 800 number and talking to a human to make a booking may be the best bet. For travelers flying out of the United States, the best deals come on itineraries that include a connection at an airport abroad. That’s partly because previously, itineraries that made connections through large hub airports in high-priced markets (say, London), automatically took on the higher fare prices associated with that market—even if the flight was continuing on to a low-fare market such as India. Now, that is no longer the case. (One exception: The higher fares still automatically kick in on flights with a layover of 24 hours or more.) Travelers can benefit by pricing a trip as two one-way tickets because, for the first time, they will have access to the cheaper price formerly intended for sale in the low-fare market.

Also, keep in mind two other money-saving tips:

1. Flying to an international destination from a hub airport is likely to be more expensive than flying out of a non-hub city.

2. Foreign partners in airline code-share agreements usually have cheaper tickets for the same flight.

Now you can start the buying process. Here’s what to do:

Armed with an Official Airline Guide (OAG), which lists all the flights to every airport in the world, start online by downloading sidestep.com.

The service will appear on the left half of your screen and will sift through airline Web sites and lots of other travel vendors you wouldn’t normally search that aren’t in the big centralized reservation systems. Then check the Big Three ticket-buying Web sites—Expedia.com, Travelocity.com and Orbitz.com. Route by route, these can be quite different because they have different pricing negotiated with different carriers. All offer packages of airfare and hotel bookings that can yield savings. And they’ll search alternative airports near your destination—a key money-saver. Don’t spend more than half an hour trying to find a bargain this way and—unless you really do have all the time in the world, we recommend skipping all the other, smaller sites. Our long experience shows that the return for this extra effort is usually quite slim. On the other hand, beware of hype on the big sites. For example, Travelocity’s “Good Buys” simply aren’t always the best deal. Orbitz may have good fares but it doesn’t negotiate proprietary deals with airlines—meaning other sites may well have deals Orbitz doesn’t.

1. That’s why the next stop is the airlines’ own sites, where they often sell fares that aren’t widely available and list last-minute deals. Booking through the sites can also net incentives, like bonus frequent-flier miles, and lets you avoid fees charged by the Big Three. Don’t just look at the big carriers—every airline has its own site and the less-known ones don’t show up elsewhere.

2. Finally, go on Hotwire (www.hotwire.com) and bid 10 or 20 percent lower to see what you get—if you don’t like it, you have an hour to cancel the results.

BONUS TIP: KEEP LOOKING AFTER BUYING

Just because you already bought a ticket, don’t stop looking at prices. Even with the airline industry’s financial woes, most carriers will still refund you the difference between the two prices—as long as you qualify for the new fare’s rules and restrictions. And here is the big surprise: Generally you do qualify. The best way to make sure is to call the airline. Refunds either come in the same form in which you paid, or as travel vouchers, depending on the carrier.

When would you not qualify? One example: You hear about a lower fare four days before your departure but it has a 14-day advance-purchase requirement. Because that is a common requirement, check published fares at least two weeks before you leave. The caveat: Most airlines have exceptions. For instance, Delta won’t issue refunds if the lower fare is an Internet-only one.

Finding Scarce Air Tickets


The Problem: The plane tickets you want for the holidays are already sold out.

The Solution: Stay up late.



Every night at midnight, new plane seats go back onto the system. That’s when airline reservations made but never confirmed expire, freeing up space on many flights. Airlines typically “reload” at midnight in the time zone where they are based—in all, hundreds of new seats are fed back into the system every night. On a recent evening, for example, American Airlines’ Web site showed three nonstop flights from New York to Orlando, Florida, an especially busy route, with seat availability for the coming Friday. But at midnight CST, seats on a fourth flight (one with an earlier departure) popped up as well.

Tracking Flight Delays


The Problem: What can you do to cut down on future waits at the airport?

The Solution: Most major airlines have flight-tracking services, which provide the latest information on arriving and departing planes, and some have special features.



Delta (delta.com) and Northwest (nwa.com) will e-mail you with gate information and any schedule changes. American (aa.com) will call or page you. These sites are now updating their information more frequently. Even if you don’t know the exact itinerary, often you can input what you do know and a list of possible flights will pop up. Some sites have a few extra features. Flightarrivals.com tells you about delays at the airports themselves. Trip.com even shows the plane moving across a map in real time, and its speed and altitude.

The Joys (and Benefits) of Delay


The Problem: What to do if you get bumped.

The Solution: If you can handle the hassle of a delayed trip, getting “bumped” from a flight can reap big rewards.



The Department of Transportation requires that airlines compensate bumped passengers, and the rules officially apply only if the flight leaves from the United States and if the carrier can’t find a way to get you to your destination within an hour of your scheduled arrival. You typically get around $300 in vouchers for future tickets, but if too few people raise their hands, airlines will sweeten the deal—sometimes up to $800 or more in perks—until they get enough takers.

Always ask for a seat reservation on another flight before agreeing to get bumped—for common routes, you could end up departing just 15 minutes later, but for tropical islands, the next available flight may not leave for two days. Airlines should put you on another carrier’s flight if one is available. If you get stranded overnight, ask the airlines to pay for extra expenses such as hotel rooms, transportation and meals.

Want to improve chances of a bump? Check in as early as possible. Once at the gate, ask the agent if the flight is oversold, and volunteer on the spot to give up your ticket. Airlines bump on a first-come, first-served basis, so those who get their names in first are guaranteed to be left behind if the airline determines volunteers are needed. If you check in 30 minutes or less prior to departure, you could get bumped without compensation.

AIRLINE MILES AND MILES AND MILES AND MILES …

Obsession? Frustration? Confusion? Followed by periods of enlightenment and elation?

No, we’re not talking about your last trip to your analyst. We’re talking about airline frequent-flier programs and people’s relationship to them.

As with airfares, it’s hard not to feel like everyone else is figuring out the game while you’re left foundering. The rules change all the time. Accruing lots of miles is no guarantee you’ll be able to use them (more about Expiring miles later). Worse, airlines have diluted the programs by linking them together in alliances, raising the mileage cost of awards and imposing fees—it can cost you $100 these days to change a free-travel booking.

Here’s our no-nonsense advice on how to get a handle on the system and maximize your miles:

1. Start by signing up for every airline program. It doesn’t cost anything and you will get better treatment all around.

2. Pick just one airline to fly on as much as you can. You’ll build miles faster and you’ll more quickly achieve elite status, which takes a minimum of 25,000 miles a year. But such status comes with lots of benefits (typically a 25 percent to 100 percent mileage bonus each time you fly, early boarding, better seats, free upgrades and exclusive lines at check-in and security).

3. If more than one carrier flies your favorite route, study each elite requirement carefully to figure out which one is most advantageous—the object being to obtain the highest possible status for the fewest possible miles.

4. Study airline alliances, which may let you earn miles on your favorite carrier by flying someone else.

5. Work the ground hard. You know all those ads for long-distance providers and credit cards that offer frequent-flier miles? Very annoying. But it turns out that half of all miles are earned on the ground, through retailers, hotels, car-rental companies, restaurants, financial-services companies and long-distance providers. (And the bonus: This is money you would spend anyway.) So pay attention and take advantage of getting miles wherever you can. All of the big programs now have tie-ins with mortgage lenders and moving services, and they’re trying to take advantage of that. But the advice is the same: Be sure not to overpay for the miles when purchasing a service. Also be careful with airline credit cards: They earn miles, but can come with annual fees from $50 to $100, which can be the price of a one-way ticket.

BONUS TIPS:

1. Try adding an extra stop. Instead of flying nonstop between Minneapolis and Washington, route through Detroit and Houston. It will take more time but the two extra legs won’t cost much more (in fact, sometimes accepting more than one stop will cost you less). And it will have the beneficial effect of depositing a couple of thousand miles to your account.

2. Consider “mileage runs”—journeys just to rack up miles to qualify for elite levels. These involve choosing cheap flights and flying them long distances in a short period of time. Some of the best deals can be had during slow travel seasons—like Europe in the winter—when empty seats mean cheap fares. By buying a $200 ticket, you can earn enough miles for a more expensive ticket later. When the deals are good enough, mileage-runners can arbitrage airline tickets, paying less than two cents for each mile, but cashing them in for first-class tickets or upgrades that would cost far more per mile. FlyerTalk.com has a message board devoted to mileage runs, where frequent fliers post great deals that maximize miles for minimal dollars, and where travelers post predicaments and ask for help from the community of expert frequent fliers. If you play mileage runs right, you can even use mileage collected from runs to upgrade future mileage runs, constantly churning accounts with added bonuses from airlines.

3. Cash miles in wisely. When it comes to using your miles, there’s an old rule of thumb: Every mile is worth two cents, which in theory makes a 25,000-mile award worth $500. So smart consumers will aim for a ticket that costs at least that much. On the other hand, the airlines say their actual experience is that most awards are cashed in for round-trip tickets that cost about $300. Our advice: If the ticket is under $300, you’re better off buying it and saving your mileage for a pricier trip.

4. The restricted-ticket gambit. For most mileage plans, that 25,000-mile award is actually for a restricted ticket, a class that’s often sold out even when the plane isn’t full. The wrinkle: If you still must go or want to go, you can usually get an unrestricted ticket for 40,000 to 50,000 miles. Check first to see how many miles a restricted business or first-class seat requires—surprisingly it’s actually sometimes less. Obviously, the best way to get an unrestricted seat is to book early. But the last-minute gambit can also pay off if you’re willing to take the risk that seats will open up.


RATING THE REWARDS PROGRAMS

[image: ]Here are the winners in InsideFlyer Magazine’s “Freddie Awards” given to airline frequent flier clubs announced in 2004:

BEST CUSTOMER SERVICE

Americas: Southwest

International: Virgin Atlantic Airways

The scoop: Upstart Frontier Airlines came in

second while Alaska Airlines was third.

BEST BONUS

Americas: Southwest

International: Swiss International Airlines

The scoop: Swiss Air offered a credit card welcome bonus of 30,000 miles with an annual bonus as a chaser.

BEST AWARD

Americas: Southwest Airlines International: TAP Portugal The scoop: Southwest bumped Alaska Airlines, which held the prize for the past two years, because of a promotion it offered with a credit card partner, Diners Club Rewards.

BEST AWARD REDEMPTION

Americas: Southwest International: Emirates

The scoop: Southwest has no limit on seats available for awards. Emirates offers business-class upgrades starting at 5,000 miles.

BEST ELITE LEVEL

Americas: America West Airlines International: KLM Royal Dutch Airlines The scoop: America West offers unlimited complimentary first-class upgrades on all published fares; upgrades confirmed anytime on full coach fare.



5. Don’t forget: Free means flexible. With frequent-flier tickets, almost all major airlines let you make a free layover. Don’t even think about doing this on most paid tickets.

BUYING, SELLING, TRADING AND DONATING MILES

What if you don’t have enough miles to get that unrestricted ticket?

Some programs allow you to transfer miles from one member’s account to another’s for a fee based on the number of miles transferred.

Extra miles? You can go on the Web site Points.com and exchange them for flowers or gift certificates at Barneys. Airlines don’t sanction individuals auctioning off their miles, but people do it anyway, selling free-drink certificates and ticket vouchers on eBay. Or you can trade them with other fliers on Web sites like Flyertalk.com. Mileage brokers such as Corpflyer.com and MrMileage.com will pay per mile.

Another option is to donate miles to charity (though they aren’t tax deductible) or to servicemen and women for flights home on leave (see MileDonor.com).

Do you have small lots of miles on a large number of carriers and find it impossible to keep up with it all? You can consolidate them using a third-party consolidator such as Points.com, though be aware that the exchange rate can be exorbitant (as of this writing, 5,000 Alaska Air miles would buy you 512 American Airlines miles).

If you want to hang on to all your miles but simply track them better, Web sites and software programs are the ticket. MileTracker.com offers free and simple software that tracks all the major airline and hotel programs; MaxMiles Mileage Miner also tracks expiration dates.

THE RIGHT STUFF: LISTS AND LOWDOWNS ON THE AIRLINE CARRIERS

The friendly skies sometimes seem anything but. Carriers slashing consumer fares while business travelers pay through the nose. Carriers in and out of bankruptcy. Low-cost start-ups. Safety and security issues flaring up from time to time.

How is a harried consumer to know how to choose the right airline?

Well, for a lot of people it’s easy: Business and other heavy-volume travelers tend to fly the airline on which they have racked up the most frequent-flier points; most other people look at price first. But there are many other factors—concerns as serious as safety and as peripheral as whether a certain airline serves Cosmopolitans on board or has in-seat satellite TV and game consoles for the kids—that matter.

For starters, there are tools for figuring out how airlines rate: You can get every airline’s five-year average safety record, including statistics on accidents and near-air collisions on airline-safety-records.com; at travel.simplyquick.com you can compare airlines’ business-class seats; and every year the University of Nebraska at Omaha’s Aviation Institute puts out a report called “The Airline Quality Rating” (ai.unomaha.edu), which ranks the major carriers based on criteria like baggage handling, customer complaints, denied boardings and on-time arrivals. But with code shares and all kinds of other agreements, it can be hard to keep track of what you get where—or which airline you’re even booked on. Here’s our thumbnail rundown of the carriers:

AirTran Airways

Web site: airtran.com

800 #: 800-AIR-TRAN

Customer Service: 866-247-2428

Code: FL

Hubs: Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International, BWI

Frequent-Flier Program: A-Plus Rewards

Lounges: None

Partners: None

Flyspecks: Flies mostly to the Midwest, the East Coast and Denver, Las Vegas and Los Angeles, though also to the Bahamas; the fleet is dominated by Boeing-717s, which have quiet engines, lots of air circulation and more headroom than most aircraft. Upgrades are only $35 at the airport for most nonstop one-way flights. Special one-way fares as low as $49 aren’t uncommon, with business class going for $149. XM Satellite Radio at every seat is being installed. No meals, even in business class.

Alaska Airlines

Web site: alaska-air.com

800 #: 800-426-0333

Customer Service: 800-654-5669

Code: AS

Hub: Seattle

Frequent-Flier Program: Alaska Airlines Mileage Plan


Lounges: Board Room Clubs. (Can use American Airlines, Delta, Continental, U.S. Airways, and Northwest Airlines clubs in some cities.)



Partners: 11 airlines, including American, Continental, Delta and Northwest.

Flyspecks: Based in the West, it has good deals to Canada and Mexico. Recently rolled out the movie- and music-playing digEplayer on some transcontinental flights, free in first class, and for rent in coach for $10. A small bottle of water awaits each passenger in first-class seats. No weekend-night stays required on its least-expensive fares.

America West

Web site: americawest.com

800 #: 800-235-9292

Customer Service: 480-693-6719

Code: HP

Hubs: Phoenix, Las Vegas

Frequent-Flier Program: FlightFund


Lounges: American West clubs with access to Northwest Airlines clubs



Partners: Northwest, British Airways, Hawaiian, BigSky and Virgin, plus others.

Flyspecks: Though it’s one of the biggest carriers, it is considered basically a discount airline. Free meal service is only for first class.

American

Web site: aa.com

800 #: 1-800-433-7300

Customer Service: 817-967-2000

Code: AA

Hubs: Chicago, Miami, Dallas/Fort Worth

Frequent-Flier Program: AAdvantage

Lounges: Over two dozen in the United States alone


Partners: Oneworld Alliance (a consortium made up of American, Aer Lingus, Cathay Pacific, Finnair, Iberia, LAN, Qantas and British Airways).



Flyspecks: American offers bonus frequent-flier miles; has power ports on many planes. It has alignments with over 70 airlines, hotels, car-rental and credit-card programs.

American Trans Air

Web site: ata.com

800 #: 800-225-2995

Customer Service: 877-617-1139

Code: TZ

Hubs: Chicago Midway and Indianapolis

Frequent-Flier Program: None

Lounges: None

Partners: None

Flyspecks: ATA just added a business-class section and has indicated it will start flying to Europe soon.

Continental

Web site: continental.com

800 #: 800-525-0280

Customer Service: 800-932-2732

Code: CO

Hubs: Newark, Houston, Cleveland

Frequent-Flier Program: OnePass


Lounges: Presidents Club customers can use Northwest and Delta clubs when flying on those airlines



Partners: Alaska, American Eagle, Delta, Horizon, Northwest.

Flyspecks: Continental has begun giving full-fare passengers elite-level frequent-flier status for the day in domestic markets, including possible first-class upgrades and priority baggage tags for quick baggage service. The carrier also guarantees full-fare travelers an aisle or window seat, or it gives the customer 2,500 frequent-flier miles.

Delta

Web site: delta.com

800 #: 800-221-1212

Customer Service: 404-715-2600

Code: DL

Hubs: Atlanta, Cincinnati, Dallas/Fort Worth, Salt Lake City

Frequent-Flier Program: SkyMiles

Lounges: Crown Room Club Partners: Continental, Northwest

Partners: Continental and Northwest

Flyspecks: Complicated rules for the SkyMiles program, so check the Web site.

Frontier

Web site: flyfrontier.com

800 #: 800-432-1359

Customer Service: 800-265-5505

Code: F9

Hub: Denver International

Frequent-Flier Program: EarlyReturns

Lounges: None

Partners: Great Lakes, Horizon

Flyspecks: Second-largest carrier at Denver International. Offers TV on some planes for $5.

Horizon

Web site: horizonair.com

800 #: 800-547-9308

Customer Service: 206-431-3647

Code: QX

Hubs: Boise, Portland, Oregon, Seattle

Frequent-Flier Program: Alaska Airlines Mileage Plan

Lounges: Alaska Airlines Board Room


Partners: Alaska, Northwest, American, Continental, Hawaiian, Delta, KLM and Frontier



Flyspecks: Owned by Alaska Airlines, this carrier flies only in the West as Horizon Air and contracts with Frontier JetExpress for Frontier.

JetBlue

Web site: jetblue.com

800 #: 800-538-2583

Customer Service: N/A

Code: B6

Hubs: JFK, Long Beach, Washington Dulles

Frequent-Flier Program: TrueBlue

Lounges: None

Partners: None

Flyspecks: The carrier with free snacks but not meals and a TV at every seat says it will add XM Satellite Radio as well as News Corp.’s Fox TV programs and 20th Century Fox pay-per-view movies to its existing lineup of up to 36 channels of free DIRECTV programming.

Midwest

Web site: midwestairlines.com

800 #: 800-452-2022

Customer Service: N/A

Code: YX

Hub: Milwaukee

Frequent-Flier Program: Midwest Miles

Lounges: Best Care Club

Partners: American

Flyspecks: Flights to business destinations have all business-class service, with wide leather seats, chocolate chip cookies.

Northwest

Web site: nwa.com

800 #: 800-225-2525

Customer Service: 800-225-2525

Code: NW

Hubs: Detroit, Memphis, Minneapolis

Frequent-Flier Program: WorldPerks

Lounges: WorldClubs


Partners: Alaska, America West, American Eagle, Continental, Midwest, Delta and Horizon



Flyspecks: Known for a while as “Northworst” on a Web site devoted to complaining about it, but a recent upgrade of its fleet seems to have accompanied an upgrade in service. A good choice for travelers who fly internationally a lot. Northwest has a strong Asian network and its joint venture with KLM and membership in SkyTeam alliance, which includes Air France and Alitalia, have increased its presence in Europe.

Song

Web site: flysong.com

800 #: 800-359-7664

Customer Service: 800-359-7664

Code: DL

Hub: Crown Room Club

Frequent-Flier Program: Delta SkyMiles

Lounges: None

Partners: Owned by Delta

Flyspecks: This Delta creation serves food such as Pizzeria Uno pies and chocolates from Dylan’s Candy Bar in Manhattan.

Southwest

Web site: iflyswa.com

800 #: 800-435-9792

Customer Service: 214-792-4223

Code: WN

Hubs: Phoenix, Las Vegas, Baltimore

Frequent-Flier Program: Rapid Rewards

Lounges: None

Partners: None

Flyspecks: Known as the friendly airline, Southwest has pilots and flight attendants who crack jokes and smile a lot, but it is a fierce competitor, entering new markets and offering bottom-barrel prices to compete. There’s only economy class.

Spirit

Web site: spiritair.com

800 #: 800-772-7117

Customer Service: 954-772-7117

Code: NK

Hubs: Detroit, Ft. Lauderdale

Frequent-Flier Program: None

Lounges: None

Partners: None

Flyspecks: Preparing for a big expansion out of its Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, hub, the airline has ordered 35 Airbus aircraft to replace its current aging fleet of 32 MD-80s. Though its routes are mostly from the Midwest and the Northeast to Florida, 14-year-old Spirit also flies to San Juan, Nassau, Bahamas, Santa Domingo, Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico and Cancun, Mexico. It also added business class to its planes.

Ted

Web site: flyted.com

800 #: 800-CALL-TED


ANNUAL AIRLINE QUALITY RATINGS

[image: ] JetBlue Airways was number one in quality among U.S. airlines in 2003, the first year that it carried enough passengers to be ranked, according to an annual university study based on Transportation Department statistics.

The budget carrier had the second-best on-time performance, arriving punctually 86 percent of the time. So few JetBlue passengers were bumped that they didn’t register in the statistics used by researchers. JetBlue customers also filed fewer complaints—0.31 per 100,000—to the Transportation Department than all other airlines but Southwest Airlines.

The study’s authors said the ratings show low-cost airlines are gaining market share because they perform well in ways that are important to their passengers. It “adds further evidence to the emerging performance gap” between the higher-cost carriers and the no-frills network carriers, said Brent Bowen, director of the University of Nebraska’s aviation institute and a coauthor of the study.

The report rated the 14 U.S. airlines that carried at least 1 percent of the 587 million passengers who flew in 2003. Four low-cost carriers—AirTran, ATA, Atlantic Southeast and JetBlue—met that threshold for the first time in 2003.

Alaska Air Group’s Alaska Airlines came in second. Southwest, which consistently generates the lowest complaint rate in the industry, was rated as the number three carrier in the report, with 0.14 complaints per 100,000 customers. America West came in fourth and US Airways, ranked number one last year when it was still in bankruptcy protection, was fifth.

Northwest Airlines, which came in sixth, was the most improved airline in 2003. It ranked ninth in 2002.

Below is the annual rating of U.S. airline quality, according to the University of Nebraska at Omaha Aviation Institute and W. Frank Barton School of Business at Wichita State University. The ranking is based on 15 elements important to consumers.


1. JetBlue Airways

2. Alaska Airlines

3. Southwest Airlines

4. America West

5. US Airways

6. Northwest Airlines

7. Continental Airlines

8. AirTran

9. United Airlines

10. ATA

11. American Airlines

12. Delta Air Lines

13. American Eagle

14. Atlantic Southeast



Source: Airline Quality Rating study, based on DOT data



Customer Service: 800-CALL-TED

Code: UA

Hubs: Denver, Chicago, San Francisco, Washington Dulles

Frequent-Flier Program: TedClub; United Airlines Mileage Plus

Lounges: Red Carpet Club


Partners: United Airlines owned-and-operated, it automatically became part of the Star Alliance, a worldwide partnership of 15 carriers, including Air New Zealand and Singapore Air



Flyspecks: United Airlines’ riposte to Song, Ted geared up in 2004, serving 15 cities. It offers in-flight movies and games that you listen to through colorful headsets. It has a favorite beer, Foster’s Lager, and passengers can buy souvenirs, including a stuffed bear named Ted.

United

Web site: ual.com

800 #: 800-241-6522

Customer Service: 877-228-1327

Code: UA


Hubs: Chicago O’Hare, Denver, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington Dulles



Frequent-Flier Program: Mileage Plus

Lounges: Red Carpet Club

Partners: Aloha, US Airways, plus others

Flyspecks: United offers two-way e-mail capability aboard all its flights within the United States, allowing users to check weather, news and stock listings; play games; and use the messaging services for $5.99 a flight.

US Airways

Web site: usairways.com

800 #: 800-428-4322

Customer Service: 866-523-5333

Code: US

Hubs: Charlotte, Philadelphia

Frequent-Flier Program: Dividend Miles

Lounges: US Airways Club

Partners: United, GoCaribbean

Flyspecks: This troubled airline has gone in and out of bankruptcy, and there’s been speculation it will be acquired (United Airlines tried to buy it in 2000, but the Justice Department nixed the plan). One nice touch: The airline offers a deal where full-fare economy passengers can upgrade for free on some routes.

SECRETS OF THE SEATS: GETTING THE ONE YOU WANT

Exit rows and bulkheads are the twin saviors of economy class. Of course, airlines know that, and, though they rarely admit it, usually hold those spots for full-fare passengers and elite members of their frequent-flier programs—that’s why they’re always blocked out when you try to get a seat assignment online. But always ask for one when you check in, and if there aren’t any open, leave your boarding pass at the gate with a request to be put in one if someone doesn’t show.

Another trick: Check in with the curbside baggage services outside the terminal; you will have to pay a tip, but they can get you better seats while other people are still waiting in line. We’ve been told the bigger the tip, the better the seat.

In order to maximize your great-seat chances, knowing the type of aircraft is key, so ask before you book. If it’s a so-called regional, or mini, jet (those with about 50 seats, most often Bombardier Canadair Regional Jet 400 or the Embraer ERJ 145), expect a noisy and cramped ride. Checking competing airlines’ schedules may reveal that full-size jets fly those same routes, just at different times.

Our preference is to fly wide-body aircraft like a Boeing 767 or a Boeing 777 and avoid Boeing 737s and 757s, which tend to have narrower seats, less legroom and limited lavatories. If you have to take a narrow-body, pick the A320: The cabin is 8 inches wider than the Boeing 737 and that extra space means 1-inch-wider coach seats.

Seat configurations can make a difference, too: A typical plane with a 3-3-3 configuration must be 67 percent full before a middle seat must be assigned, but in that same aircraft with a 2-5-2 configuration, middle seats start at 44 percent full. Most airlines have seating maps for all their aircraft types online, where you can check which rows don’t recline and which seats are next to or behind missing seats. The excellent Web site seatguru.com shows the best and worst spots to sit on most major carriers, though not for some of the smaller players.

There are all kinds of little things you can learn from seatguru.com, like if you want to use your laptop, fly American, Delta, United or US Airways and look at their seating charts to see where the power ports are; if you like movies, avoid Northwest, because they have no entertainment on most domestic flights; and for legroom, choose American, except for its Boeing 757s and Airbus 300s.

Scoring an upgrade is the best way out of this mess, and most of the people who sit smugly in their big seats while you’re on your way to the back of the plane have done just that. You don’t have to be an elite frequent flier to get there—you can use miles or buy upgrade certificates (fees range from $35 for a one-way nonstop flight on Air-Tran to $50 for a 500-mile segment on Delta). But it helps to be an elite flier—elites can upgrade on a discount ticket, while those lacking elite status can’t.

Some airlines offer “fast track” programs to achieve elite status, where you have to fly a certain number of miles in a set time. There are other ways: You can buy upgrades from other people on eBay; American Express card members can buy points that can be transferred into upgrades; and you can subscribe to firstclassflyer.com, which constantly has new tricks and offers.

SEAT STRATEGIES: A SELECTIVE GUIDE TO THE BEST SEATS

American: Three-quarters of its fleet—including 737s and 767s—have extra legroom. Bulkhead rows are no prize on 757-200s because the doors let cold air seep in, there’s no under-seat storage and the armrests are immovable. But there are some seats to covet on this airline: 17A, B, H or J (it can differ by plane) on the 767-200 are crew rest-seats, with more room and back support. You can’t book them in advance but can sometimes get them at the airport if the crew isn’t using them.

Alaska: If you fly Alaska, there’s a good chance you will end up on a 737-400; they make up more than a third of its fleet. The only non-exit row seats with more room than usual are in the first row on the right. The next most common plane, the MD-80, has a wide disparity of pitch (you can examine it on the Web site, under “Alaska Commitment Plan”). But what the Web site won’t tell you is that the last three rows (31–33) are extra-noisy. Want an aisle or window? Odds are good. (The planes’ 3-2 seat arrangement means fewer middle seats.) And you don’t even have to sit in an exit row to get extra space—rows 17 to 19 and 27 to 30 have 33-inch pitches, an inch more than the norm.

America West: It’s a budget carrier but it’s still possible to find good seats. In general, avoid the last few rows, where there are narrower seats, and go for the exit rows, which is why we choose row 11 on the 737-300. But some of the carrier’s aircraft have economy seats behind rows with missing seats, giving unlimited legroom—the case with 10A and 10F on the 737-200.

Continental: Take a deep breath. Some seats—the last two rows—on many of this carrier’s 737s are only 16.2 inches wide, among the narrowest of the majors; legroom is on the lower end of the scale as well. But there is some relief: Most of these planes also have at least two economy-class seats with no seat in front. (The magic numbers: 14A and 14F on 737-300s and -700s; 10A and 10F on the -500.) Better still, aim for a 767, which has an inch more legroom on average and more storage space. And Continental is the most baby-friendly of the major carriers, with three of its aircraft types equipped with bassinets (the 767-400, 767-200 and 777-200).

Delta: With some of the most standardized seating plans in the business, Delta leaves less room to find wildcat seats. But there are some exit rows that are worth aiming for—row 34 on the 767-400, and row 18 on 737-800s. On the 767-400, 19B has a metal box under the seat. If possible, stay away from the 737s and 767s, some of which can have pitches as low as 30 inches and widths as narrow as 17 inches, and fewer lavatories—one toilet for every 66 passengers on the 737-800. There are some other tricks with this carrier: You don’t have to be an elite frequent flier or pay a full-fare economy ticket to prebook an exit row—you just have to buy the ticket at one of the airline’s ticketing offices (so they can see you are able-bodied). And there are some exit rows on some planes that are worth aiming for, such as row 34 on the 767-400 and row 18 on the 737-800. Delta’s low-fare sibling, Song, has leather seats with pitches of 33 inches.

Northwest: The airline’s planes have an average pitch of 30 to 32 inches, which is the space between one point on the seat and the same point on the seat in front. (The industry average is about 32 inches.) When you add in its thin seat widths of about 17 inches, it makes for tight quarters. Some strategies: In general, try to sit near the front. Most of the last rows have restricted recline—not to mention it’ll take a long time to deplane from the back of a new, extralong Boeing 757-300. Watch out for the DC-9s, where most seats have pitches of 30 inches. And then there’s the middle seat that isn’t. On some planes, there’s a seat missing on exit rows for better emergency access (and more elbow room). The trick here: Nab the seat behind it, which is 15C on the DC-9-30.

Southwest: Every inch counts, so the plane to avoid is the 737–200, which has a seat pitch of only 31 inches, compared to 32 inches on the slightly longer 737-500 and 32.6 inches on the newer 737-700.

United: This carrier’s “Economy Plus” section has up to five inches more legroom in most cases and ample legroom behind rows with missing seats. But to get there you have to pay a full economy fare or have elite-flier status. (Exception: When the plane’s full, the carrier may stick regular fliers in the middle seats.) If you don’t qualify, aim for the 767-300: The exit row (21) falls outside Economy Plus and reclines normally.

THE SAFETY ISSUE: MYTHS AND REALITIES

Let’s just face the fact that most air travelers at least contemplate the possibility of a crash; some obsessively plot strategies on how to survive one. But when it comes to safety, there’s surprisingly little agreement about the best place to sit. The conventional wisdom runs like this: Always sit in the back of the plane; always sit by an aisle; never wear high heels; count the rows between you and the nearest exit; be competitive; be cooperative; memorize the “brace” position. But aviation officials insist that crashes not only are exceedingly rare, but also have causes that vary far too much for any theory to work.

The only advice we can really offer: The FAA and the National Transportation Safety Board suggest counting the seats between you and the nearest exit; most experts advise picking nonstop flights and airports with long runways; and you can check out safety records by type of aircraft and by airline on airsafe.com, including descriptions of near-accidents and a list of airlines with no history of fatalities.

TAPPING THE INTERNET FOR AIR-SAFETY DATA

The most up-to-date source of information is the Internet. Here are some of the best sites:

1. www.faa.gov. The Web site of the U.S. Federal Aviation Administration is a good place to start, because it offers links to several other safety-related Internet sites. While this site tracks only accidents and incidents that occur to U.S. airlines or over U.S. airspace, the information has some relevance to foreign travelers as well.

2. airsafe.com. The FAA Web site is linked to this comprehensive site, which is run and maintained by Todd Curtis, a U.S. aviation consultant and former Boeing Co. engineer. (Boeing isn’t affiliated with the site, according to Mr. Curtis.) This easy-to-navigate site allows users to view safety records of every international airline, categorized by region, airline name and aircraft model. It includes a plethora of informative lists, among them: accidents at major U.S. airports, which airlines have never suffered a fatal crash and fatal events by aircraft model. The site, in an “Advice” section, also deals with the safest-place-to-sit question by stating, “The short answer is that there is no safest seat.”

3. www.airclaims.co.uk. While www.airsafe.com’s accident records are an unofficial tally, they are fairly consistent with compilations offered by the industry’s official source: British Insurer Airclaims Ltd., which charges for access to similar information. Nevertheless, if you would prefer to see an official list of all airline accidents and mishaps, dating to the history of an airline, this is the place to turn. Airclaims’ “Major Loss Record” categorizes accidents by airline and by region.

4. boeing.com. While much of this information is favorable to the airline industry, this Boeing site is still better than your average corporate site. It offers a section devoted to airline safety that addresses such issues as the safety of airline travel compared with other forms of transportation and what the riskiest portions of a flight are. It also gives consumers an audio primer on how modern commercial jets work—from avionics to propulsion systems.

5. aviationnow.com. Aviation Week, an industry trade publication, runs this site. It has data on recent international airline incidents and mishaps and also lets visitors search previous issues of the magazine for safety-related news.

THE HEALTHY TRAVELER

If you’re concerned about your health, stay home.

Airplanes are a great way to give or catch a bug, or, even worse, the dreaded “Economy Class Syndrome”—deep vein thrombosis (DVT). The condition, in which blood clots form in the legs, can occur in healthy people who sit for long periods in cramped conditions, such as plane seats. If a clot breaks loose and travels to the lungs, the result can be fatal.

The good news: Death from a clot traveling to the lungs—known as a “pulmonary embolism”—is rare, and DVT itself isn’t usually dangerous. The bad news: Hormone or oral contraceptive use, pregnancy, obesity, certain cancers and other conditions increase the risk of DVT, as does age.

Generally, a few simple precautions make DVT preventable. If you’re on a long flight, try to stand, stretch and walk at least once an hour. Airplane air tends to be dry, so drink lots of water to avoid dehydration, which can abet clotting. (More about airplane drinking water below.) For the same reason, limit alcohol and caffeine, which can also lead to dehydration.

If you’re still worried, or walking is a problem, you can look into any number of anti-DVT devices now on the market. Inflatable exercise cushions, which allow you to mimic walking from a seated position, are touted as a way to increase blood flow. They have names such as Lym-Gym, Airogym and Air Stepper and sell on the Internet. Some doctors, meanwhile, recommend compression stockings for their patients who might be considered high risk for DVT. You can buy prescription versions, which are custom-fitted, or get them over the counter at medical specialty stores. Make sure they are “graduated,” meaning pressure is greatest at the bottom of the leg, forcing blood upward.

Now, about water on airplanes. While the airlines say they rarely serve tap water, many flight attendants say it isn’t that uncommon: When the bottled water runs out, they turn to the tanks, which, under federal regulations, are supposed to provide drinkable water. Though the carriers say their galley and lavatory water is drinkable, some little-noticed studies from Japan to the Netherlands have turned up some unfriendly bacteria in the tank water, including E. coli and the germ that causes Legionnaire’s disease.

The Wall Street Journal has even conducted airplane water tests, collecting water from the galley and lavatory taps, sealing them up and sending them to a lab for analysis. The results: a long list of microscopic life you don’t want to drink, from Salmonella and Staphylococcus to tiny insect eggs. Worse, contamination was the rule, not the exception: Almost all of the bacteria levels were tens, sometimes hundreds, of times above U.S. government limits. And the Environmental Protection Agency recently followed with a test of its own, finding tap-water samples from 20 of 158 randomly selected commercial aircraft showed traces of coliform bacteria, and two of the planes tested positive for E. coli bacteria. Both are indicators that other disease-causing organisms may be present in the water, officials said, and could affect public health.

Bottom line: Bring your own bottled water when you fly.

JET LAG TIPS

Drinking water is also crucial to stopping jet lag, which is more than just loss of sleep, and not “curable” with a quick nap and a cup of coffee. In a nutshell, everything from sleep to digestion operates on an internal clock dictated by cues such as light, food, exercise and drugs. Crossing time zones changes the timing of those cues, hence throwing body functions out of sync.

Here are some suggestions for beating jet lag:

1. Light: When used correctly, it holds the greatest potential for helping travelers adjust to a new time zone; NASA occasionally quarantines astronauts prior to launch and douses them with light to help prepare their body clocks for space travel. Figuring out the precise time to use light is complex, but a general rule of thumb for U.S. travelers goes as follows: When headed east on an overnight flight, seek sun or artificial light in the mid to late morning at your destination, but wait until late afternoon and early evening when headed west.

2. Pills: As it turns out, just saying yes to drugs may be a good idea—at least for some long-distance journeyers. Check with your doctor but prescription sleeping pills got high marks from our experts, who suggest using them on the plane or when you’re trying to get sleep in your time zone. The other popular popper, with both travelers and sleep experts, is melatonin, a sleep-inducing chemical produced naturally by the body. The theory: A dose of synthetic melatonin can boost drowsiness and help you sleep through a long flight. Again, check with your doctor, because it’s not federally regulated and some doctors doubt its efficacy. For airsickness, some research shows that ginkgo biloba, an antioxidant, may help, as can Viagra, which blocks vasoconstriction. Doctors sometimes also prescribe Diamox (acetazolamide).

3. Food: Our experts were divided on the merits of munching as a jet-lag salve. While there’s no firm scientific proof, anecdotal evidence suggests food might be one contributor to helping the body ease into a new time zone. One program available on the Internet, StopJetLag.com, provides fliers with a customized diet for the days leading up to departure.

LIFTING THE BURDEN OF BAGGAGE

Forget what’s in your bag—the bag itself might be “illegal.” While carriers have long restricted carry-on luggage, they have recently begun to enforce long-ignored rules that restrict the size of checked bags as well. Depending on the size and destination of the luggage, most major carriers charge up to $270—often more than the cost of the suitcase itself—for bags larger than 62 linear inches (defined as height, width and depth added together). The fees can be lower on domestic flights—usually $80—but they can quickly add up since the charges apply per bag per flight segment.

And we’re not talking about unusual leviathan luggage. The suitcases in question often show up in the standard five-bag luggage sets sold by big manufacturers. Indeed, bags as small as 30 inches high (barely kneecap level) can violate the rules if they are stocky enough. Travelers who fail to check size requirements before the flight have little recourse, because most airlines list the policies on their Web sites. Luggage sellers absolve themselves by warning customers to check with individual airlines for restrictions. And most luggage buyers don’t give it a thought.

To add to the confusion, many retailers don’t describe their luggage in terms of linear inches. Technically, all checked luggage, whether it’s a hard-sided suitcase or soft-sided garment bag, must meet the size requirements or trigger extra fees. But consider the soft-sided duffel bag—its very elasticity simply makes it harder to measure.

BEATING THE GAME: SIZE

If you can’t travel light, there are still tricks to beating costs. While many airlines charge for extra bags, those fees are sometimes lower than the ones on large bags.

BEATING THE GAME: LOCKS

To lock or not to lock: There is no definitive answer. The Transportation Security Administration and the luggage industry collaborated in 2003 to come up with special “Travel Sentry” locks—made and sold by various companies—that baggage inspectors would be able to open, solving the problem of locks being broken when a locked bag is chosen for hand inspection. Until these locks came online, TSA urged travelers not to lock checked luggage, so screeners would not have to break locks should they have to open bags for closer inspection. But there is still the danger that the screener, not recognizing the lock as a Travel Sentry kind, might cut through it anyway. Most Travel Sentry lock manufacturers and retailers will replace cut locks if passengers can provide a copy of the TSA’s notification of inspection and the name of the airport where the incident occurred. Check travelsentry.org for where to buy the locks.

Of course, having a lock that screeners can open may be just as risky; a number of TSA employees have been charged with stealing things from checked baggage. Reimbursement is tough. For starters, it’s usually impossible to prove when the theft occurred. Beyond that, while airlines will pay a passenger as much as $2,500 per claim, they exclude “valuables” like electronics, cash and jewelry. TSA, which encourages reporting of thefts through its 800 number, is working on a proposal for determining liability based on the time a bag spends under TSA control compared with the time it is with an airline. One tip: You can buy supplemental insurance for baggage through airlines and third-party insurance companies, but they won’t cover checked valuables, either.

BEATING THE GAME: THE SCOOP ON LOST LUGGAGE

Why do bags get lost?

The trouble can begin when a bag is checked to the wrong destination: SAN (San Diego), for instance, instead of SAT (San Antonio). Or another passenger’s tag is put on your bag. Even the tag makes a difference; many simply come unglued. But flimsy bag handles are also a major problem. When a handle flies off, or is whacked by machinery, the destination tag and often the passenger’s name tag are lost—often forever. Airlines open orphaned bags, searching for anything that might identify the owner. But if owners can’t be located within three months, the luggage is auctioned off. About 30,000 bags met that fate in 2004.

Even if your luggage has been correctly coded for its actual destination and properly affixed to your sturdy bag handle, danger still lies ahead. Bags next go down a chute to a dark, noisy netherworld, called the “makeup room.” Bar-code technology is used to sort bags on to their proper flights but it isn’t 100 percent effective. When the scanner can’t read the tag, bags have to be sorted the old-fashioned way—by a human. Your tag may say SAN but it could still be sent to SAT.

Arrival is even more perilous, particularly if you change planes. Here, baggage handling is strictly low-tech. Handlers read each tag to determine if the bag’s next connection is within an hour. If the time is short, bags are driven from one plane to another. The system can break down quickly when storms or air-traffic delays mess up carefully synchronized flight schedules. There is some hope on the horizon: New security technology that should be widely used soon may reduce lost luggage and help find lost bags faster. Called “Radio Frequency Identification,” it will be embedded in the luggage tag printed by ticket agents at the airport and read by new computer scanners as it travels between the point the bag is left by a passenger and the time it arrives on the plane.

TIPS FROM THE PROS

Here are some tips from industry insiders on how to improve survival chances for your luggage.

1. Put your name inside the bag. Tags can get torn or demolished. Airlines have to open bags, power up laptop computers, even check underwear for name tags.

2. Save receipts for items that will travel. With claim limits up to $2,500 per bag, some airlines now require receipts. It’s a hassle, but it’ll save you a big fight with the airline.

3. Don’t put your name tag on the bag handle. If the handle






AIRPORTS: GETTING PAST THE HUBBUB







	www.dhl-usa.com/home/home.asp

	fedex.com

	skycapinternational.com

	sportsexpress.com

	usxpluggageexpress.com

	virtualbellhop.com















	quickaid.com/airports/

	airwise.com/airports/

	airnav.com/airports/












	AIRPORT:
	O’HARE (CHICAGO)



	RAIL LINKS:
	Current: the “L” to O’Hare; 45 minutes from downtown. In the Works: O’Hare Express, will take about 30 minutes



	AIRPORT:
	NEWARK (NEWARK, NEW JERSEY)



	RAIL LINKS:
	Current: AirTrain Newark; 30 minutes from Midtown Manhattan; 20 minutes from Hoboken’s New Jersey Transit terminal



	AIRPORT:
	JOHN F. Kennedy (NEW YORK)



	RAIL LINKS:
	AirTrain JFK; less than 45 minutes from midtown to airport, via Long Island Railroad and light rail



	AIRPORT:
	MINNEAPOLIS–ST. PAUL INTERNATIONAL



	RAIL LINKS:
	Brand new: Light-rail system; half hour from downtown to the airport



	AIRPORT:
	HARTSFIELD ATLANTA INTERNATIONAL



	RAIL LINKS:
	Current: Rapid transit train takes about 25 minutes to airport from downtown



	AIRPORT:
	SAN FRANCISCO INTERNATIONAL



	RAIL LINKS:
	Extension of BART to the airport will provide a 29-minute trip



	AIRPORT:
	REAGAN AND DULLES AIRPORTS (WASHINGTON, D.C.)



	RAIL LINKS:
	Current: Washington Metro takes 15 to 20 minutes from most downtown stations to Reagan. Proposed: Metro extension to Dulles; estimated 30 to 45 minutes






GETTING THERE BY TRAIN





































TRAIN RESOURCES:
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I o travel well you must travel smart. To travel smart you must

travel informed. And being informed isn't just being up on
Sources and methods, though we have plenty of advice for you in that re-
gard in the pages that follow. Its also understanding that when it comes
0 airfares, time is money. Some people, though, never get it
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