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From TravelWeekly.Com©, August 4, 2003

++++++++++

Carlson Wagonlit Travel became the first traditional travel agency to establish direct connections with airline reservations systems, as it linked up with Continental, Delta and United. Robin Schleien, president of CWT North America, said the technology is operational, providing fare information -- including Web fares -- to travel agents and corporate travelers using CWT's self-booking tool.  At the heart of the direct-connect technology is CWT Symphonie, a reservations platform that is independent of the GDSs. [8 Aug 03] American became the fourth carrier to give Carlson Wagonlit Travel direct access to airline inventory via the agency's GDS-independent booking platform -- CWT Symphonie -- and Navitaire's direct-booking technology. 

++++++++++
From TravelWeekly.Com©, August 12, 2003

++++++++++ 

Vacation.com said its member agencies sold all but six of the 300 cabins it secured from Norwegian Cruise Line for sailings on the Norwegian Dawn from New York this summer. 

The agency group called its $1 million foray into the risk inventory business “a major success.” Vacation.com president Dick Knodt said the consortium’s first risk-inventory installment, in which member agencies resold the space and could earn 20% commissions, was “just a test run.” 

++++++++++
Eastman's "Off-the-Wall Comment(s)"©  ...    
And the question is … how many of you “registered” either one of these stories as “significant”?  And how many of you related one to the other … not in the literal sense; but in the conceptual or strategic sense?  

The impact of the new demand-driven technology and distribution realities that Off-the-Wall Comment(s) has talked about over the past years are no longer behind closed doors; no longer limited to special-tier or unique relationship agreements.  

While Schleien denies any “risk taking” inventory in CWT’s original GDS by-pass solution (see Travel Weekly’s “In the Hot Seat” of 12 August”) the very fact that the Navitaire’s Open Skies inventory solution, the host more many of the worlds low cost carriers, is at the core of the Symphonie tool certainly enables the capability   

While Knodt does not discuss how Vacation.Com inventoried or distributed its 300 cruise cabins, the success and expression of intended of subsequent efforts risk-taking programs suggests that it will necessarily become automated; and ultimately, directly linked to the vendor host inventory platforms.

If you go to the web site << http://www.eastmangroup.com/otwc/index.html >> (access point to past Off-the-Wall Comment(s)©) … there’s a search box.  If you enter “direct purchase”, you’ll find 19 references dating back to 1999.  If you enter “risk taking”, there are 20 references.  Depending on your search criteria, it is possible to turn up another 40 to 60 references.  

Many wonder why the vendors will not host this inventory themselves ... as they have on behalf of tour packagers and consolidators in the past.  The answer lies in the legacy inventory hosting platforms that permeate the established travel vendor providers … established airlines, hotel chains, and cruise operators.  These issues too, have been discussed ad infinitum in past OTWC’s.  In a few words, the supply-oriented serial and hierarchal structures of these legacy platforms do not lend themselves to demand-driven relational responses expected and needed by buyers.   

It is for this reason … and the fact that the business cultures within the vendor providers could not foresee the changing business model brought about by the hyperarchy of information … it has become increasingly obvious that there would evolve a middle-tier of distribution outlets that would take or absorb inventory from the primary vendors – and re-distribute that inventory with contemporary technology and business-management solutions.  In CWT and Vacation.com, we see some of the “public” pioneering steps in that direction.  

These are very early offerings, in the public sense.  They throw into further disarray, the cultural and business processes of many years of travel industry tradition.  What’s important about both of these actions is that they DO break with the industry tradition … and do so in a very public way.  Since the margins are sufficiently attractive for both vendor and buyer, it is logical to expect a rapid assimilation.

++++++++++

From eTurbo News©, August 1, 2003

++++++++++

Association of Retail Travel Agents (ARTA) and United States Travel Agent Registry (USTAR) have forged an alliance as a show of their opposition to the proposed Lufthansa commission settlement, which on Sept. 2, Judge W. Earl Britt is scheduled to decide in U.S. District Court in North Carolina whether to approve or not. … ARTA and USTAR list nine reasons for their opposition to the Lufthansa settlement.

From http://www.airlinesettlement.com/

1. The offer sets a bad precedent for the other defendant airlines 

2. No notice was given to plaintiffs about the negotiations 

3. Only Non-U.S. agency representatives were invited to the negotiations

4. U.S. travel agent groups were excluded from the negotiations 

5. The airlines' collusion is not addressed in the offer

6. The offer is nothing more than a weak Lufthansa sales promotion

7. The offer covers transatlantic segments only 

8. The offer covers published fares only

9. The offer doesn't cover agents' costs

From TravelWeekly.Com©, August 14, 2003

++++++++++

ARTA said it collected objections from at least 850 travel agents that oppose Lufthansa's offer to settle claims against it in the Sarah Hall class-action suit against the major airlines. 

ARTA and the United States Travel Agent Registry (USTAR), established a Web site outlining their reasons why travel agents should rejected the offer. 

++++++++++

Eastman's "Off-the-Wall Comment(s)"©  ...    
This issue was discussed in June’s OTWC, and in June,  we generally concluded … 

<< It would appear that Lufthansa … eliminated the blanket commission structure. They replaced that commission structure with a fee per trip produced ... which is based on volume produced by the retail outlet. [Lufthansa] effectively by-passed the high-cost GDS distribution structure with a legally enforceable agreement ... which now forces agencies to make a decision between the airline in a GDS, or earning a merchant fee for doing a direct purchase with a higher earned fee than is available via credits in the GDS. And in the case of Lufthansa, the top volume producing merchant fee at $100 is, essentially the same as an agent would earn with the $50 capped commission, were commissions in effect when booked through a GDS – without all the incumbent overhead of the GDS distribution and marketing channel. >>
That said, it is hard to vision the kind of reversal that ARTA and USTAR are advocating.  ARTA's and USTAR's problem is that they continue to live in and perpetuate the "old world" of airline-owned CRS distribution, commission payments, and ARC settlement.  Their views seem short-sighted and argumentative (combative, even) -- and they do little for their followers other than seek financial support.  It does not appear that a single one of the nine points listed above are relevant to the two parties that reached the agreement.  In fact, the nine points seem little more than emotional … “poor little me” … pleadings.  One would almost think that the airlines owed the agents a living.   

But whether the Lufthansa settlement remains as it is ... or falls apart -- the industry is headed toward the type of business relationship that Lufthansa structured in its agreement.  It is time that ARTA and USTAR recognized that fact … that the U.S. airlines have sold their interests in the U.S. GDSs (and that Amadeus is a public company separate from its airline owners).  ARTA and USTAR agents need to understand that there is no turning back.  It is far too late … as should be even clearer when one considers the direct GDS by-pass solution and risk-taking inventory foray reverenced in the previous comment.     

ARTA and USTAR’s agents would be better served if the leadership of those entities would spend the old-world agent’s monies training and enabling those agents to survive in the new demand-driven information supported travel economy.  

++++++++++

From PS_Inform©, August 26, 2003 
++++++++++
American Airlines has announced the launch of CorporateAAccess.com, an online booking portal now available to its corporate accounts.

From Travel Weekly’s Technology E-Letter©, August 14, 2003

++++++++++ 
CENDANT said it is transitioning from the mere provider of a corporate self-booking tool, Highwire, into the corporate travel agency biz as it changed the name of its do-it-yourself booking tool to Travelport. ….
From Detroit Free Press©, August 12, 2003

++++++++++

Northwest Airlines said … its corporate customers can now access special business fare data over the Internet for the first time. This could help them get tickets at lower rates than in the past and help the airline save money. The service, CorpNet Direct, began Monday. Clients can book tickets online at fares they have negotiated with the airline or even cheaper fares. 

From TravelAgent©, August 11, 2003

++++++++++
Travelocity officially introduced Travelocity Business, a new service aimed at small- and medium-sized companies …. Travelocity Business is a full-service corporate travel agency that allows businesses to plan, buy and manage their company's travel. It merges the expertise of Travelocity, the online travel agency, with GetThere, Travelocity's sister company that already provides an online booking tool for corporations.
++++++++++
Eastman's "Off-the-Wall Comment(s)"©  ...    
In the face of a group from the old-world that would turn the clock back to the manual service and ticketing processes of the 1970’s, we’ve discussed today an agency that is by-passing the GDSs with a direct-gateway alternative to airline inventory (a lest you forget, The Eastman Group’s AutoLink provides such a gateway as well) … a trade group that took inventory a $1 million dollar successful risk on cruise cabins which it distributed primarily through Internet … and now make note of rapid transitioning of corporate travel services to self-booking tools; whether offered by the GDSs or the airlines themselves.  

I did a piece for Australia-based Business Travel Monthly (Asia Pacific) last month on self-booking tools … in which I suggested that << … such tools in enhanced forms most certainly represent the future of travel booking … a future five to seven years in the future.>>   The four announcements above suggest that, even in Australia, such tools represent the future of travel booking a great deal sooner than in five years!  

It is difficult to project the pace of change … beyond the fact that the new hyperarchy of information – essentially information-on-demand – is compounding that rate of change to the point that new business models evolve about as quickly as one can figure out how to build the inter-platform communication links.  

However as I suggested in the story for Business Travel Monthly, << … the economic value of self booking lies more in (a) the corporate travel managers ability to control travel policy, (b) support given to travel policy enforcement by senior management, and (c) the corporate travel buying culture. “Today’s self-booking tools are one of the early product offerings of newer “technology” agency solutions.>> 

Then I went on to say … <<   But there are no full-service technology agencies in existence yet – particularly a technology agency capable of serving corporate travel needs.>>

Whoops … well that was written a month ago … and times do change!  The announcement stories that expounded on both Travelocity Business and TravelPort discuss agency “full-service” capabilities to support the corporate travel needs.  

Still, these products are early offerings of newer technology agency solutions.  But they accurately reflect the changing dynamic of how people get and act on information; and as such, reflect adversely on those traditional travel agencies and agents that are not changing the way they do business to reflect these buyer demand-driven expectations.  It is critically important to recognize and understand that travel distribution is transitioning from the traditional service-oriented-transaction-based agency model to an information-oriented-automated-service process.  

In an information-oriented-automated-service model … the roles of the intermediary become technologically based; the roles of service become behind-the-scenes business rules applied interactively to each online transaction; and the role of the agent becomes that of applied information, rule-setting, and service management.  It will soon be difficult to find “agents” that know or understand the GDS command-languages upon which most still earn a living; let alone, system user interfaces that recognize such commands.  

++++++++++

From Inside 1to1©, August 2, 2003

++++++++++

CUSTOMER-BASED INITIATIVES ON THE UPSWING -- Recent predictions, while cautiously optimistic, indicate that companies continue to recognize the value of customer-based initiatives. A new META Group poll indicates that 75 percent of respondents plan to spend the same amount or more on CRM applications in the coming year. Similarly, Aberdeen Group recently reported that total CRM spending will increase 14 percent over 2002, while IDC forecasts that combined worldwide CRM and customer-care services will reach $101 billion in 2007. 

++++++++++
Eastman's "Off-the-Wall Comment(s)"©  ...    

CRM (Customer Relationship Management) was an attractive investor-getter during the recent dot-com mania.  But unlike the dot-com mania … the concept has not gone away; as noted in these very generic non-travel studies referenced above.   Instead, the premise of CRM has transformed itself from dot-com venture-capital bait to an increasingly important tool necessary to support and manage customer demand-driven needs. 
And as CRM penetrates the usage and business processes of other industries, the expectation of like services and processes will flow to the travel community.  Once leaders in digital technology processing, the airlines and much of the established travel community have fallen behind most other industries in customer and integrated service processing.  
The traditional airlines have “delegated” this function to their frequent-flier business units; and have largely made no attempt integrate those services with the traveling customer.  Tour and Cruise operators have relegated it to their known repeat travelers.  Agencies have designated sales staff to provide these customer relationship contacts.  Those models have been slow to change within in the travel community.  Corporate bureaucracies and personal relationships are built around them.  
But as the vendors and agency owners are now attesting … these historic processes are also breaking down in the face of the information hyperarchy; as buyers and customers flock to those new-business entities that do offer them.  As I attempted to note in last month’s OTWC, low cost carriers are able to more effectively product that buyers want, when compared with the traditional airlines, because of their ability to integrate production and services … digitally and interactively.  
In Carlson Wagon-Lit, Vacation.com, Travelocity Business, Travelport, CorproateAAccess, and CorpNet Direct, one sees some second steps towards a transformation to CRM based solutions.  But the majority of agencies, vendors, trade associations … and even corporate travel managers … have not yet begun to consider the need to digitally manage customer relationships; to address issues of how to integrate those relationships into the product creation or packaging.  

At the rate of change that is taking place in our industry today, any travel business entity that is not soon (within months) moving down that path as fast as their staff and economic resources can take them – will not be here five years from today!  
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