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Know your rights

Airlines are at last being made to take notice of compensation packages. 

Heard of European Commission regulation No 261/2004? If not, don't worry, you're not alone. And what's more, the airline industry would be more than happy for you to remain in the dark about the significance of this ruling. 

The airlines care because it sets out just what compensation you are entitled to claim when your flight is delayed, you are denied boarding because of overbooking, a flight is cancelled, or you cannot be accommodated in the class that you booked.

The ruling came into effect on 18 February 2005. More than two years later, its implications have, to all intents and purposes, been gathering dust in most airlines' offices.

That may be about to change, as last week the European Commission finally lost patience with the dilatory way in which airlines had taken the regulation on board. While the commission stopped short of accusing the airlines of breaking the law, Brussels criticised the industry for doing the bare minimum that was required to make passengers aware of their new rights. It was backed by the Air Transport Users Council, which said complaints about delays had trebled in the two years since it became law.

Airlines must now offer refreshments, meals and hotel accommodation in the case of flights that are delayed for more than two hours. Compensation increases in proportion to the nature of the flight. A passenger can claim €250 (£170) for flights of less than 1,500km, €40o (£272) for flights between 1,500km and 3,500km and €600 (£408) for flights of greater distances. The regulation is wide-ranging and applies to any passengers departing from any of the 27 EU member states to any destination, or travelling to an EU member state on an EU-based airline. To be eligible, you simply need to have a ticket and to have turned up in reasonable time before departure. Airlines do not have to pay out if there are "extraordinary" circumstances that the airline could not have reasonably avoided - security alerts, for example, or bad weather.

But although the airlines have not exactly gone out of their way to highlight the rights of their passengers to compensation, they have been quietly lobbying behind closed doors - and indeed in open court. Last year, the European Court of Justice in Luxembourg rejected a challenge to the ruling from the airline industry, which had argued that the EU's rules created confusion and could cause some low-cost airlines to fold. The International Air Transport Association, an umbrella organisation for most of the world's airlines, warned at the time that the EU's requirements for compensation would cost the aviation industry up to €600m (£408m) a year.

Another lobby group, the European Low Fares Airline Association, pointed out that the new compensation rules could require airlines to pay passengers back significantly more than the price of the lowest cheap fares. The European Regions Airline Association said the industry would simply pass the bill on to passengers in the form of higher fares. The court dismissed these arguments and instead ruled that the compensation framework was legitimate and compatible with international rules on passenger compensation.

And last week it was the European Commission's turn to raise the spectre of court action if the airlines did not actively implement the new compensation rights. A report by the Commission said that it had received thousands of complaints from customers and declared that it would give the industry six months to make the regulation work.

If the deadline is not met, said Transport Commissioner Jacques Barrot, the Commission would begin legal proceedings and may even toughen the rules further. Those inevitable Bank Holiday getaway delays may be about to become just a little more bearable.

Hotel health and safety 

Health and safety on holiday has become too much of a gamble. 

Diving into your hotel swimming pool or tucking into a lavish buffet supper are activities most holidaymakers assume will be perfectly safe. 

But last week, a leading health and safety organisation warned that while the majority of the world's accommodation providers do meet basic health and safety standards, a good number are still falling short. Part of the problem is a system known as "self-certification", a process which effectively allows hotels to assess their own safety standards without them being properly verified by the agents who sell packages on their behalf.

"Self-certification is a bit of a grey area," explains Steve Tate, chairman of Check Safety First (CSF), an independent safety provider whose 11 international offices provide training for around 250,000 hotel staff around the world. "In most cases, the procedure involves an agent sending a questionnaire to a hotel and taking the proprietor's word for it that safety obligations [acceptable by UK standards] are being complied with."

The majority of European hotels visited by Britons each year are governed by various bonding organisations. The Federation of Tour Operators (FTO), for example, is an industry body whose members account for around three-quarters of the UK's package holiday market and whose Preferred Code of Practice, a set of safety measures acknowledged as among the most comprehensive in the world, covers everything from swimming pools and kitchens to hotel balconies.

But in those establishments outside such regulation, a figure that Mr Tate believes "numbers in the thousands", hoteliers may well be disregarding their obligations. "Food poisoning, for example, accounts for around 70 per cent of insurance claims made by British holidaymakers against hotels every year," he explains.

"Despite this, many countries, particularly emerging ones, have no food safety controls mandated in law. Balconies and fire escapes don't change all that often but conditions in a kitchen change almost hourly. Allowing any hotel to regulate itself is inadequate."

In Britain, the policing of health and safety in hotels falls to various bodies but is primarily the responsibility of the local authority in which a hotel is located. Problems involving hygiene are also overseen by the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health, while those of an "industrial" nature, such as building or renovation work, are addressed by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE).

"If a brick falls on someone's head during building work then we might be asked to inspect the premises," explains the HSE's Mark Hooper. "The law doesn't require you to eliminate risk, just lower it as far as is reasonably possible."

The principal piece of legislation governing UK hotels is one designed to ensure the safety of both hotel workers and patrons. The Health and Safety at Work Act (1974) sets down the minimum obligations accommodation providers have to their employees, as well as to any paying customers visiting the premises. More recently, the Management of Health and Safety at Work Act (1999) follows a European Union directive that sets out basic guidelines to help hotels to implement adequate risk assessment programmes.

"The onus remains with the provider to put their own risk assessment in place," explains Mark Hooper. "Even if you contract the job out to a third party, it's still up to the hotel to check the risk assessment is adequate."

It's a situation Steve Tate believes has led to complacency among some UK providers. "The problem is partly a cultural one," he says. "Some operators, for example, think hygiene is only a problem in Mediterranean or Caribbean countries but any safety system is only as good as the people operating it. Within the M25, it's not uncommon for hotels to have staff turnover of 100 per cent every year. Ensuring those systems are maintained is very difficult."

So what can you do to check your hotel is up to scratch? "If it falls outside of the main regulatory bodies," says Mr Tate, "you've no guarantee whatsoever."

Round the world: £500
At last, low-cost airlines have crossed the Pacific, making the world your cut-price oyster. 

It had to happen. You can now fly around the world entirely on low-cost airlines. 

Last week, Zoom Airlines announced it will be launching low-cost flights between New York and London; and, from July, Oasis Airlines is planning to start flights from Hong Kong to Oakland, California. Together, these provide the final links in the cheap-flight chain that now encircles the planet. 

Before you throw up your hands in horror at the thought of circumnavigating the globe Ryanair-style, remember that low-cost needn’t mean no-frills. Most long-haul low-costs offer free meals and decent in-flight entertainment. There’s also no scrum for a seat — they’re allocated at check-in. Perhaps most surprisingly, there’s no scrimping on the seat pitch either — Oasis has 32in in economy, compared with 31in on British Airways. 

And most important, they mean you’ll end up with a serious bargain. For example, you could bag a fantastic trip from London to Hong Kong, San Francisco, Las Vegas, New York and back to London for an all-in fare of little more than £500. A similar route would cost at least £1,400 using British Airways and its chums in the Oneworld alliance. 

At first, the £500 round-the-worlder will be limited to a small range of cities. You’ll fly Oasis Airlines (www.oasishongkong.com) from Gatwick to Hong Kong for £150 (including taxes), then pay Oasis another £150 to hop on to Oakland — just across the bay from San Francisco’s main airport. From there, fly to Las Vegas and then on to New York with JetBlue (www.jetblue.com; from £125). From New York, it’s back to Gatwick with Zoom (www.flyzoom.com; from £129). That trip comes in at about £550, but cut out Vegas — or fly back via Toronto instead of New York, using WestJet (www.westjet.com) — and you’re down to £500. 

For now, it’s fiddly to include Australia, but it is possible, particularly if you’ve got a bit of time on your hands. Fly Oasis to Hong Kong, then Jetstar (www.jetstar.com) from Hong Kong to Singapore, to Cairns, to Sydney, to Honolulu (phew). From there, fly with ATA (www.ata.com) to San Francisco for £100, and then take the above route back to London via New York. That epic trip will set you back about £950, all-in. 

And this is only the beginning. The low-cost carriers (LCCs) are just getting into their stride, and the fun will really start in a few more months. Oasis is already looking beyond Oakland, plotting to link Hong Kong with Chicago, and then perhaps Los Angeles, Toronto and New York. And in Malaysia, AirAsia X is ordering new, large aircraft as it eyes up London and Manchester from its Kuala Lumpur base. 

Then there is Kingfisher Airlines in India, the first low-cost to buy the new long-haul Airbus A380 superjumbo. Strip away space-hogging business-class seats, and the giant double-deckers can carry a mind-boggling 800 economy-class passengers — a sure-fire recipe for tumbling long-haul fares. 

Even if you aren’t going to Phileas Fogg it around the planet, it’s still worth knowing how the low-costers within each region can help you build a more exciting (and cheaper) holiday. Their branding may sound silly — names such as One-Two-Go and Mango hardly inspire confidence — but the fares, from 30p one-way from Kuala Lumpur to Langkawi with AirAsia, are pretty ludicrous, too. Here is our region-by-region guide. 

- Unless stated, all sample fares include taxes, surcharges and fees

AUSTRALASIA 

The key players: the first brave attempt at a cheap-fare challenge to the dastardly duopoly of Qantas and Ansett came from Compass, launched in 1990. It soon collapsed, broadsided in a bitter price war. Then, in 2000, Virgin Blue (www.virginblue.com.au) took the Branson brand to Oz, setting up alongside Jetstar (www.jetstar.com). Both now have excellent coverage across Australia, with domestic fares from just £16. Virgin Blue also flies to the Pacific islands, and Jetstar is introducing routes into Asia — to Bangkok, Bali, Phuket, and others. Meanwhile, Skywest (www.skywest.com.au) is the one to watch on the west coast, hopping from Perth to Broome, saving you the trouble of the spectacular but flat-tyre-prone Gibb River Road. 

Between Australia and New Zealand, Freedom Air (www.freedomair.co.nz) crisscrosses the Tasman Sea with some very cheap flights — from just £66 one-way. It is now in fierce competition with Jetconnect (book through www.qantas.co.nz) and Jetstar. The best plan: use an open-jaw ticket to get to and from Australia or New Zealand, then hop about for peanuts using the LCCs. Plan a side-trip from Sydney to an exotic Pacific island — perhaps Fiji, Tonga or Samoa — from about £200 return. And it pays to be creative when crossing the Tasman: instead of flying from Sydney to Auckland, consider more unusual routes, such as Brisbane to Christchurch or Melbourne to Dunedin, which can be cheaper and increase your options for exploring. 

INDIA 

The key players: launched in 2003, India’s first LCC was Air Deccan (www.flyairdeccan.net), and its early success in undercutting high domestic fares and cutting out the byzantine fare rules has inspired more than a dozen imitators. Good carriers to look out for include SpiceJet (www.spicejet.com), GoAir (www.goair.in), and IndiGo Airlines (www.goindigo.in) — the last of which has rattled the competition and thrilled Indian bargain-hunters by ordering 100 new Airbuses. 

You can fly no-frills to more than 50 Indian destinations, but it is Kingfisher (www.flykingfisher.com) that has pioneered seat-back TVs and put in an order for Airbus A380 superjumbos. Expect its white-suited chairman and beer-label livery to appear in London before long. 

Later this year, Sri Lanka will get its first pair of low-cost carriers, Mihin Air (www.mihinlanka.com) and Holiday Air (www.holidayair.lk). You can then bypass the Sri Lankan full-frills bottleneck by bagging a cheaper flight to India, then hopping over to the island low-cost. The best plan: you can now tour the Golden Triangle cities, Delhi to Agra to Jaipur, then dodge the dusty six-hour drive back to Delhi by flying to the tropical beaches of Goa — one-way fares from Jaipur start from £30 with Kingfisher, Air Deccan or SpiceJet. Or catch a charter to Goa (Thomsonfly has returns from just £299 from Birmingham, Manchester or Gatwick), and use LCCs to hop from there to the southern temple cities or the northern Mogul towns. 

Another option is to use Air Deccan to link a trip to Darjeeling and the eastern Himalayas with the Andaman Islands — the connection costs as little as £200, nonstop from Calcutta or Chennai (Madras). 

THE FAR EAST 

The key players: Singapore’s first LCCs launched in 2004, and immediately began buying planes and slashing fares right across the region. The main players now are Tiger Airways (www.tigerairways.com) and Jetstar Asia Airways (www.jetstarasia.com). Across the border in Malaysia, AirAsia (www.airasia.com) has brought super-cheap flying to Borneo and the tropical islands of Penang and Langkawi. It is now expanding fast, setting up bases in neighbouring countries: Bangkok to Hanoi starts from £25 one-way. 

Thailand’s Nok Air (www.nokair.com) also has a burgeoning network from Bangkok — one-way fares to Chiang Mai start from £20. Pacific Airlines (www.pacific airlines.com.vn) of Vietnam is currently restructuring itself to become a low-cost carrier too. 

For the time being, steer clear of Indonesia’s Adam Air — blighted by a series of crashes and corruption scandals. For domestic hops in Indonesia, stick with AirAsia or Lion Air (www.lionair.co.id), which have fares from Jakarta to Bali from £15 one-way. The best plan: the region’s route networks are so dense that you can pretty much join up whichever cities you like. AirAsia offers Ryanair-style giveaway fares — pretax one-way flights from just 30p. Get online and start plotting, but my first aim would be to fly to Kuala Lumpur and use the airline to sample exotic Borneo. 

With open-jaw tickets from the UK, it’s also a cinch to save money and double up on your destinations — by buying a low-cost linking flight from, say, Singapore to Hong Kong. 

NORTH AMERICA 

The key players: Southwest Airlines (www.southwest.com) started the entire no-frills revolution in 1971, and now has almost 500 aircraft. Dozens of airlines have followed its lead, flying to all parts of the USA, down to Mexico and into the Caribbean. Meanwhile, both Southwest and JetBlue (www.jetblue.com) have been noisily pioneering “low-cost with frills” — they have great seat-back live TV screens. 

In Canada, both Tango and Zip have folded, but WestJet (www.westjet.com) serves 24 cities, and flies to the States, too. 

Mexico got its first low-cost carrier last year, prompted by the government sell-off of state-owned Mexicana. There are now more than a dozen copycats, the best of which are Aviacsa (www.aviacsa.com) and Aero California (www.aero california.com) — both have good English-language websites. The best plan: with more than 20 US cities now served by nonstop flights from the UK, it’s an open-jaw paradise, offering endless possibilities for multicentre trips, and chill-out add-ons in the Caribbean or Mexico. Flights from New York or Boston to the Turks and Caicos Islands, for example, cost from £75 one-way with Spirit Air (www.spiritair.com). 

Or you could fly to Phoenix with British Airways (www.ba.com) and hop on to San Francisco and Los Angeles, flying home from Phoenix again. That triangle of domestic flights will only set you back about £120 with Southwest. 

If you are thinking about adding Hawaii to your West Coast trip, Go (www.iflygo.com) hops between the Hawaiian islands from £20 one-way, and ATA (www.ata.com) will get you there from several mainland airports, including Oakland and Phoenix (from £140 return). 

In Mexico, get a cheap charter to Cancun (Charter Flights — 0845 045 0153, www.charterflights.co.uk — has fares from £300), then jet off to explore the Spanish colonial towns and mountains of Oaxaca with Click Mexicana (www.clickmx.com; from about £80 return). It’s simple to combine Mexico with the States, too, with USA3000 Airlines (www.usa 3000.com) and Frontier Airlines (www.frontierairlines.com) operating dozens of routes from Florida, the northeast and California down to the Mexican rivieras, from as little as £100 return. 

SOUTH AMERICA 

The key players: until now, low-costs have only taken root in Brazil, but they still provide some useful links. Gol (www.voegol.com.br) started in 2001 and has been growing ever since. It now also flies internationally to Santiago, Buenos Aires, Lima and Panama City. BRA (www.voebra.com.br) and Ocean Air (www.oceanair.com.br) are other Brazilian options with large and expanding networks. 

The best plan: book a Thomsonfly (www.thomsonfly.com) charter from Gatwick to Natal, in Brazil’s northeast, then plug into Gol’s vast network to explore the Amazon region, visit the Iguaçu Falls and drop in on Rio. Natal to Rio starts from £50 one-way. Or get an open-jaw ticket in to Lima and back from Rio, and use Gol to travel in-between. 

AFRICA 

The key players: as with full-frills airlines, the picture in Africa is patchy at best, but still useful: so far, only South Africa has home-grown LCCs operating domestic flights. Kulula (www.kulula.com), which means “it’s easy” in Zulu, was first on the scene and is continuing to expand across southern Africa. Usefully, it flies into Nelspruit, for the Kruger National Park, and to Mauritius, from Johannesburg. 

South African Airways has just responded to Kulula by launching Mango (www.flymango.com), and it is rumoured to be soaking up huge government subsidies — which means you can get one-way fares from just £12. 

Look out, too, for the fledgling Fly540 (www.fly540.com) in Kenya. Not strictly low-cost, and operating prop planes for now, it already flies from Nairobi to Mombasa from about £40 one-way and has big plans for the future. The best plan: the LCCs can be a godsend if you can’t find a seat to Cape Town in peak season. Simply get yourself to Johannesburg, which is often a good deal cheaper anyway, and then hop to Cape Town on Kulula (from £36 one-way). Or, if you’re planning to do the Garden Route, ditch the car in the town of George and fly on to Jo’burg for just £25. 

If you have mastered the art of open-jaw flying, consider a safari-and-surf double-header, flying into Jo’burg and then hopping to Mauritius with Kulula from £130, then home directly from the island. 

THE MIDDLE EAST 

The key players: the Middle East has been slow to catch on to the cheap-flight phenomenon, so while Emirates, Etihad and Qatar Airways are powering away with all the frills they can muster, Air Arabia (www.airarabia.com) cuts a lonely figure as the Gulf’s first low-cost carrier. It is based in the tiny emirate of Sharjah, just a few miles up the coast from Dubai, and flies to 17 cities in the region, with prices for short hops from £28. But Jazeera Airways (www.jazeeraairways.com) has started flights from Kuwait and Dubai to India and Egypt, and other start-ups are in the pipeline. The best plan: grab a cheap flight to Dubai — it’s a route the full-frills Gulf carriers are extremely competitive on from the UK, then hop away with Air Arabia to Sri Lanka, Kathmandu, Cochin, Mumbai, Trivandrum, Chennai and even Jaipur, from only £83 return. Or you could use an EasyJet flight to Istanbul, then an Air Arabia flight on to Dubai — it’s even cheaper, and you’ll get a bonus few days in Istanbul (all four flights there and back would cost as little as £185). And if even that isn’t adventurous enough, combine it with onward flights to Yemen, Nepal, or Central Asia, with fares to San’a from £120 return. 

Are you being served by your travel company? 

‘Your call is important to us.’ Yeah right.  A day trying to call the travel industry. 

You are in a queue. Your call is important to us. No, honest it is. Well, okay, it’s not. In fact, we couldn’t give a monkey’s. If you want to buy something from us, do it online like everyone else, you loser.” 

The internet is a marvellous thing. Marvellous for the travel industry, that is, because it means they can get rid of whole high-street offices staffed with actual people who actually know stuff about travel, and replace them with a big computer server called Hal or Norad or R2D2 that doesn’t know anything. It is not always so marvellous for anyone who prefers to speak to humans. 

Every week, we hear from readers who’ve lost the will to live while in a phone queue. So we spent the world’s most tedious afternoon finding the worst offenders. 

Top of the list was EasyJet. It charges 65p per minute if you’re enough of a Luddite to want to book one of its flights by phone. Fair enough: it makes no bones about keeping its costs down by being primarily web-based. We waited just over a minute to get through. But if you’re only half-Luddite, in that you fancy yourself as an online booker but run into trouble halfway through, EasyJet has a web support number. This you pay a terrifying £1 a minute for. 

I called it. The computer voice explained in quite a lot of detail, considering I could have had live phone sex for the same price, that I was through to the web support line, that it could help with web support only, that there was a chance the call was being recorded and, just in case I didn’t know, that this was costing me £1 a minute. Then it said there was a queue of “more than 15 seconds”, which, considering I was already 35 seconds in, didn’t seem that bad, so I held. And held. The longer the call got, the more there was at stake. Ten minutes flew by and I started sweating. Fifteen minutes and I’m thinking my wife might have to settle for a smaller bunch of flowers on her birthday. Twenty minutes — or £20 — later, I hung up. 

EasyJet says it can’t understand why that happened: it updated its system on April 3 to stop this sort of thing happening, and I should have been cut off if the queue was too long. That did happen when I tried again, so maybe my £20worth of sex-free phoning was just an anomaly. 

Ryanair was just engaged all afternoon. Annoying, but less so financially than EasyJet. 

What about British Airways? Once upon a time, you could phone up, chat with an amiable fellow, then pay an awful lot of money for a flight. Now, BA’s going low-cost as well, and it’s doing it partly by driving us all online. If you want to book by phone, there’s a £15 charge. But how long do they keep you on hold? An acceptable 1 minute 20 seconds on an 0870 number to get through to sales, but 6 minutes 53 seconds of the Lakme Flower Duet (Spanish guitar variation - aaaaarrrghh) to speak to customer services. 

And when I tried to call to track a lost bag (like thousands have had to in the past year), I had to wait 15 minutes on the 0870 line, during which time I was, among many other things, encouraged to contribute to BA’s award-winning Unicef fundraiser. Shouldn’t BA donate the cut they take from using that 0870 number to Unicef? Aaaarrrghh, again. 

The French Tourist Office kept us waiting just 7 seconds, but has the Gallic gall to charge 60p a minute if you’re impertinent enough to want to go to France on holiday. The German Tourist Board took a reasonable 48 seconds to answer, and it doesn’t have a premium line. Hoorah. The Canadians do, which is outrageous. Canada isn’t that good. I expect and demand a live person to tempt me to the Belgium of the Americas, not a 65p-a-minute brochure line. 

Then there are the operators. Who is going to book a whole holiday online without at least having one live conversation on the phone to check the beach they like the look of isn’t next to a sewage pipe/building site/bird-flu test lab? Well, First Choice, apart from charging £10 if you don’t do things online, kept us waiting a top-blowing 8 minutes 28 seconds for the privilege of booking one of its holidays. 

“Why not book online? Why not book online?” said the computer. No, if you can’t be bothered to answer, I’ll just book with Kuoni (straight through to a live person with a real brain) or Abercrombie & Kent (seven seconds of panpipes and in). 

By the end of the day, right ear red, neck cricked, phone bill maxed out, I felt like I needed a holiday. Maybe that was their strategy all along. 

