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By Péter Jacsé

'ﬁhasing the Best Airfares

Frustrated by the high-cost of air travel?
Let the Web help.

any of you who are reading this

are planning a trip that involves

air travel. Many of you may also
cringe at the idea—summer strikes and air-
port jams are likely to give you headaches.

And let’s not forget increasing airfares, a
maddening reality, considering the declining
reliability and level of service that you get for
your money.

Maybe the Web can help.

Just as there has been much consolidation
in the airline industry, the Web travel reser-
vation business has gone through a similar
process. PreView Travel was bought by Trav-
elocity, Flifo by SunFinder, and the fare reser-
vation subsystem of TravelWeb links you
directly and unceremoniously to Expedia.

At the same time, new services were be-
ing born. Last fall saw a flurry of announce-
ments of new Web ventures that promise help
in finding better airfares. Some of them are
still in the beta test phase but at least offer
fare information (if not reservations) for do-
mestic (U.S. and Canadian) flights, and by
the time you read this, they may have ex-
tended their services to international routes.

I have been testing these services since the
beginning of this year, and for this piece I
searched for two routes—Honolulu-New
York and Honolulu-San Francisco in mid-
April. Obviously, this is not a comprehensive
test, but appropriate for gauging the possi-
bilities offered. Most of the sites also have
deals for hotels and car rentals. But I will
discuss only the air travel offerings.

HotWire
http://www.hotwire.com

HotWire (not to be confused with Hot-
wired), which debuted last October, offers an
interesting alternative that may seem similar
to what the much criticized PriceLine service
introduced. But it’s different and better. With
PriceLine, you make a price offer for a route
and whichever service matches it, you must
accept it — while knowing nothing about the
carrier, the stops, or the night flights until the
deal is sealed.

HotWire does not leave you in the dark
this much, although it certainly does not
disclose the usual details. You don’t know
the carrier or the time of the flights, but there
are some assurances for the former, clues for
the latter, and you can exclude red-eye flights
and flights with two or more stops.

In the case of multi-airport cities like New
York, you may also exclude some airports at
the point of departure and/or arrival that are
notoriously messy (like LaGuardia) or un-
appealing to you for other reasons.

You may also rest assured that you are not
flying some bottom-of-the-pack airlines to
Asia or Europe because the international
partner airlines of HotWire, such as KLM,
Singapore Airlines, Lufthansa, and Swissair,
are really excellent. (The domestic partners
are the ones that used to be good too, but
these days good is not the word that you
associate with U.S. airlines.)

As opposed to traditional travel agen-
cies that can offer their best deals only if
you purchase your tickets 21 days before
departure, HotWire can have good prices
even a week before departure because
partner airlines release their empty seats
to HotWire at a good discount. The
anonymity allows airlines to let down their
hair and to offer private (undisclosed)
deals that are usually better than through
Sabre or Apollo, which use the published
airfares of the airlines, which in turn form
the database of most travel services.

The drawback is that you can’t use
these tickets for your frequent flyer miles,
and there are no upgrades. For me, being
250 pounds and 6°5” is an additional
drawback—seats are assigned at board-
ing and this can be quite inconvenient as
all the flights I take are at least 5 hours in
one stretch.

There is also good news beyond the
price. HotWire offers airports convenient
for your destination city that you may not
have thought of, like Oakland for San
Francisco. You may also exclude red-eye
flights (although not for Honolulu-New
York). You may also define that you don’t
want to have more than one connection, a
pretty important criterion considering that
each connection increases the chances to
be delayed.

HotWire had two good deals, one for
Newark, the other for JFK at $755 and
$759, and a person plus a dog for $1,654
to LaGuardia. The other agencies best
fares were between $814 and $856. For
San Francisco it had the best price at
$493, while the majority of the traditional
Web agencies averaged around $570 with
an overnight flight segment. The Oakland
destination also gave a clue that the car-
rier is most likely to be Aloha Airlines,
with a morning departure and possibly a
stopover in Kona—not known for bad
weather, traffic jams, and delays.

Orbitz
http://www.orbitz.com

Orbitz was right on the heel of HotWire,
with fewer partners but clearly disclosing all
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the details of the flights in a very impressive
format by using a new travel software, ITA.
(The best implementation is made by ITA,
the company itself, on its own site as dis-
cussed below. Although it is still in beta
version, it providedexcellent results).

With Orbitz, you can specify the radius in
miles from your preferred airports and you
can choose the time of day for your depar-
ture and arrival right on the first screen that
is still uncluttered.

ITA is a Boston-based company with
MIT graduates working as system
developers—and it clearly shows.

The result grid provides a perfect at-a-
glance look for the combination of three
parameters (price, airline, stops). Below
the grid, the details of the flights of your
chosen matrix point (e.g., United one-stop
flights) are listed in an easy-to-scan, com-
pact format with the essential details, such
as the airline, price, stop(s), airport codes,
date, departure and arrival times, flying
times, and any special notes such as
overnight flight. For the Honolulu-New
York trip, Orbitz came up with 216 flight
combinations, 47 for one-stop United flights
alone, it had the lowest price at $812, the
second best price for flights that met all
my requirements. The fares and schedules
for the San Francisco trip, however, were
not really good.

ITA
http://beta.itasoftware.com

ITA is a Boston-based company with MIT
graduates working as system developers—
and it clearly shows.

It is by far the best and smartest soft-
ware, the one that is licensed by Orbitz.
On the ITA site, it has the perfect imple-
mentation. Although it is a beta product,
it already runs circles around the compe-
tition of traditional Web travel services in

terms of the clarity, simplicity, and efficiency -

of presenting results, and most often yields
the second best price after HotWire. It
also reveals all the details and provides
very useful advisories, such as long lay-
overs and other inconveniences (like con-
necting through another terminal, which
is a nightmare in Chicago, or another air-
port, a nightmare anywhere) that are easy
to overlook in other systems.

Not everyone will agree with what
ITA considers a long layover. A 130-
minute layover may be okay when chang-
ing planes at Fort Worth, where getting
from one terminal to the other may take
quite some time. Such a layover on a
Honolulu-New York route is not that bad.
I am sure ITA will offer the users the op-
tion to customize their own thresholds
for triggering warnings.

Beyond the options described under
Orbitz, you may also specify alternate
dates (one day earlier, one day later) to
Iet the system find better prices. The
query form is attractive and offers the
easiest multi-segment data entry for sit-

uations when you want to break your trip
with a stopover.

ITA had the best (though still very
high) price for the San Francisco trip for
non-stop flights both ways, and no red-
eye segment, at $691. A one-stop day-
time flight (on the way back) would cut
the price to $622 with a reasonable lay-
over in LA. ITA also reminded me that
a $550 fare is available for the same date
if my travel times are flexible. For that
king of savings, my travel times defi-
nitely could be flexible, but at that price

there would have been really long lay-
overs, stops both ways, and a red-eye
flight to Oakland—too many negatives
for the savings.

It will be interesting to see how many
travel agencies will license the ITA soft-
ware. It really breaks new ground, and it is
commended for its success in advising the
customer of all relevant aspects of a fare,
and doing so in a way that makes it un-
usually easy to compare the options and
to make an educated decision, pondering
your preferences. .
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The new entrants enhance the options
offered by the two biggest players, Ex-
pedia and Travelocity, who still could
come up with good alternatives. You can
only gain by exploring them when chas-
ing for the best fares. Another fairly new
service, FareChase, which I wanted to
cover here, did not make it into my review
bécause it had so many elementary prob-
lems, inconvenient schedules, and high
prices that in my opinion it should be
grounded until significant improvements
are made. %
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