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Rene A. Henry lives in Seattle and is a writer and author of a new book, "Communicating In a Crisis."  Many of his commentaries and information on his books are posted on his website at renehenry.com
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	March 30, 2010
IS DELTA’S PR HIDING OR BEING IGNORED?


By Rene A. Henry
If many airlines took the time and effort they devote to finding new ways to charge and inconvenience passengers and redirected it to making it less frustrating and more enjoyable for flyers, I would call that customer service.

Since Congress succumbed to airline lobbying in 1978 by deregulating the industry, things have only gotten worse for passengers - charges for checked bags, for seats with more leg room, for meals and snacks that once were free, to board first, and numerous hidden fees depending on how a ticket is purchased.  According to the Consumer Travel Alliance, airlines spent $31 million last year lobbying Congress.

Complaining does little good because no one is listening.  Customer service is an oxymoron at most airlines.  But is public relations hiding or being ignored?  Issues that once were automatically sent to the public relations department to resolve are now being directed a department with some type of customer service name.  

I get some of my best material for books, commentaries and articles from personal experiences.  I may be from the “old school” of public relations because I was surprised that a recent exchange of e-mails with staff and two letters sent to the CEO of Delta Air Lines did not generate a response from someone in public relations,

Delta is finding new ways to stick it to their flyers.  If you fly coach, you pay to check bags.  There is no charge if you fly first class, but you may not want the ticket agent to tag your bag that says it is a first class bag.  Chances are it will be the first removed if the luggage compartment of a commuter plane has no room.  

After arriving in Charleston, W. Va. earlier this year, five of us were at the Delta counter filing claims because our bags were not on the commuter plane from Atlanta.  We all had flown first class to Atlanta.  Instead of our bags being first on, they obviously were first off.  If a paid-for, checked bag is delayed, airlines are supposed to accept responsibility.  Southwest does not charge for even two checked bags and this is the theme of its television advertising.  

If you fly Delta and want your miles credited to a frequent flyer account of a partner airline you may be in for a surprise.  On four recent flights I wanted the miles credited to my Alaska account, not to Delta SkyMiles.  This never had been a problem before.  When I asked the ticket agent to credit my miles to Alaska, he dismissed me telling me he didn’t know how and I would have to have it done at the gate.  My mistake was trusting him.  It turns out Delta agents in Seattle, Detroit, Pittsburgh and Atlanta would not honor my request.  

I wrote SkyMiles and gave them the details.  Rose P. Paul and Mandisa Reid, both coordinators of customer care for Delta, said once miles are credited to an account they cannot be transferred for any reason, even if they were wrongly credited because of a Delta mistake.  After exchanging more than a dozen e-mails with them, I wrote Richard H. Anderson, Delta’s CEO and president.  All three refused to admit Delta’s error.  This same mileage issue alienated one of the largest and most influential travel agents in Southern California.

I then realized that Delta must have a policy of not wanting to credit miles to its partner airlines and when the baggage compartment is full, it removes first class bags first.  Several times I directed this to Paul, Reid and Anderson and not one denied that this is Delta policy, confirming my assumptions to be fact.  If these were not accepted Delta practices, one of them obviously would have said so.  I have to question why Anderson’s secretary did not contact the people responsible for Delta’s image and reputation.

According to Kate Hanni, founder of Flyers Rights, these are both big issues for passengers.  “We get many complaints about the mileage programs,” she says. “The interline agreements and code share agreements are rarely kept so that you are stuck with miles that frequently you cannot use and expire after 18 months of non use.  That alone is a deceptive, if not illegal practice.”

 “Airlines have no interest in satisfying customers,” Hanni adds, who believes that customer service is becoming non-existent.  “It’s cheaper not to service passengers.  They also have callous disregard for their own employees which further makes our experience as airline passengers a miserable one.”  If I was responsible for public relations at any airline I would strive to make peace with Ms. Hanni.

If you do not get satisfaction or have other problems when flying, then file a complaint with any of the following organizations:

· www.airconsumer.ost.dot.gov - the official site of the U.S. Department of Transportation.

· www.FlyersRights.org – the largest non-profit consumer organization and represents more than 25,000 airline passengers.  This website also lists Congressional committees with oversight and how to contact members of Congress.

· www.consumertravelalliance.com – a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that gives consumers a voice across the full travel spectrum, including hotels and cruise lines.

· www.consumeraffairs.com – an independent consumer news and resource center.

· www.complaints.com – the entire content of a complaint is posted to the website and indexed by Google, Yahoo and other search engines.

I believe a handful of airlines are doing an exceptional customer service job.  The way they treat their flyers sets them apart from others in the industry.  Alaska is one airline where management listens and is responding.  Two other airlines that are at the top of my list include Singapore and Cathay Pacific.

By the way, I asked CEO Anderson to tell me in 25 words of less why I should ever fly Delta again.  He hasn’t answered.

* * *
Rene A. Henry (www.renehenry.com) lives in Seattle and has flown more than five million miles, but no longer enjoys flying commercially.  His latest book is “Communicating in a Crisis.”
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Tell O'Dwyer's what you think
Commentaries on subject matter are welcome. Personal attacks are not allowed. O'Dwyer's reserves the right to cover any story it deems newsworthy.


Responses:
 

Delta Drone (3/31):
Delta is simply awful and that's not something new. It starts with unhappy gate agents, pilots and flight attendants, also getting screwed by management along with customers. Many employees would rather be doing something else, judging by their performance. Delta's PR people fit the mold.

The nickle and diming you describe is ridiculous and serves to further alienate customers. Without question, Delta presents a great case for more competition in the airline business.

Wes Pedersen (4/1):
Rene, get this account into one of the major papers. It deserves a full airing. Nicely and thoroughly done.

Joe Honick, GMA International Ltd (4/07):
Will Rene have created the new "Delta Dawn"?  As usual, he brings out information that is often overlooked elsewhere and has done a damned good job of it.
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