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U.S. air carriers now “unbundle” their airfares and charge additional,
separate fees for services that were once included in the base price — such
as checked baggage, boarding options, seating preferences and meals.

These fees affect tens of millions of American air travelers every year — i.e.
the impact is large and growing.

In 2010, U.S. airlines collected more than $9.2 billion through more than
100 different types of such “ancillary” fees.

Ancillary fees sometimes represent 25%, 50% or more of the base fare.

Airlines do not share their ancillary fees with third parties distributors such
as travel agencies and online travel sites, although more than 50% of air
travel is booked through such non-airline outlets.

Why not? Airfares appear artificially low without the fees. And the first
airline to disclose them will suffer a competitive disadvantage against
other airlines who do not, as its fares will appear more expensive.
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Claim: The airlines say the market will fix this issue, as companies resolve it through
private negotiations with one another.

Fact: Airlines have an economic incentive to keep their fees hidden. Any partial
disclosure reached through negotiation will provide only a fraction of the fees necessary
for consumers to have apples-to-apples price comparison across airlines.

Claim: The airlines say it would be too expensive to implement.

Fact: The cost of airline compliance is negligible — a 53,000 fee and de minimis data
entry costs. There is no additional technology investment required.

Claim: The airlines say they cannot provide customization of their services to individual
travelers with this requirement.

Fact: The technology exists today to authenticate individuals and offer them customized
bundles of services through existing sales channels, if the airlines would only make that
information available.




Through a May 2008 Guidance, DOT already requires a minimal level of baggage fee
disclosure on airline web sites.

The rule proposed in the NPRM at proposed section 399.85 would enhance this
disclosure of checked baggage fees and fees for other ancillary services on airline
websites and {for checked baggage fees) in e-ticket confirmations.

Although a positive step, this is an incomplete solution that will not address the
broader problem of hidden fees.

Partial disclosure is no disclosure at all for the 50%+ of travelers who do not make
their purchase on an airline web site.

Even on the airlines’ sites, baggage disclosures are often buried in lengthy fine
print and/or not presented during the shopping process, an airline tactic that
would likely be extended to other common fees if not prevented by DOT.

The only way to guarantee that consumers will be able to fully compare total prices of
air transportation is to require full electronic disclosure and transactability of ancillary
services through all of the sales channels that each airline decides to use for fares.




DOT has the authority and the statutory obligation to protect air travelers from
unfair pricing schemes, such as these.

Because of federal preemption, consumers’ ability to protect themselves is
extremely limited.

Therefore, DOT should:

Require all airlines to make their complete fare and ancillary fee
information available and transactable through every sales channel in
which they choose to distribute their fares.

Our proposal for this regulatory approach is consistent with the President’s
policy set forth in Executive Order 13563,

This approach is simple, market-oriented, low cost, and of critical importance to
air travelers. There are no legal, technical, or economic obstacles. The airline
industry simply needs a regulatory nudge to create the required transparency.






