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This is not a story about lost luggage. It's a
story about who to call at the airlines when
you feel you've been mistreated. The
answer, increasingly, is no one.

But it starts with a lost bag — the black
duffel Delta Airlines lost on my recent trip
from Kansas City to New York City after a
nightmarish day of travel: a canceled flight
on a perfectly clear morning; a cumber-
some rerouting through Atlanta; arrival at
LaGuardia after 6 p.m., more than five hours
late. When my bag failed to show up, | faced
yet another missed connection: to the bus |
needed to catch for the two-hour ride to my
final destination. So rather than wait in line
at the lost-luggage counter, | took a phone
number to call in the report later. Which |
did — only to be told sternly that
lost-baggage reports cannot be taken over
the phone, only in person at the airport.
(See 50 essential travel tips.)

This seemed patently unreasonable. Delta
had put me through a lot of trouble:
canceling a flight, adding five hours of
flying time to my day, losing my luggage. All
| asked was the same courtesy accorded any
passenger whose bag was lost by the
airline: its return free of charge. But after
three calls to the baggage folks, the best |
could do was get the bag tracked (it
eventually made it to LaGuardia). | was told
that | had to either pick it up myself at the
airport or pay a hefty delivery charge. Three
times | asked for a supervisor to whom |
could make an appeal. Three times | was
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The Airlines’ Customer-Complaint Lines: No Answer

told the person | was talking to was a
supervisor. (Big labor news: at Delta
Airlines, everyone is a boss!) Finally, | asked
for a customer-service number so | could
lodge a complaint. That's when | found out
how the airlines really feel about customer
service: Delta no longer has such a number.
An unhappy passenger's only recourse is to
go to the website and write an e-mail.

I spent half an hour filling out the online
form, sent off an e-mail and got this
response: "We are sorry but this service is
unavailable at this time. Please try again
later" | managed to send the e-mail on a
second try the next day. Still, | wanted a live
human being to hear my case sooner. |
called the main reservations line and
wheedled a number at Delta's corporate
headquarters in Atlanta. But that only
elicited a brusque gentleman who quickly
swatted away my complaint. "That is Delta
Airlines policy," he said. "You just don't like
the policy"

(See photos of Herb Kelleher, the business-
man behind Southwest Airlines for 41
years.)

Actually, airlines break their own policies all
the time. Indeed, one of the few redeeming
features of dealing with airlines is that, if
you're persistent and persuasive enough,
you can usually find a representative willing
to find you a seat on that sold-out flight,
waive a change fee, ease your outrage by
upgrading you to first class or give you a
free meal voucher. When my flight was
canceled, Delta waived the usual $15 fee on
checked luggage. It's actually smart
business; even small gestures go a long
way toward defusing consumer wrath.

At least, that's the way it used to be. The
major carriers have, quietly, made it steadily
more difficult to air your complaints to a
live human being. "The airlines don't want
to talk to their customers," says John
Tschohl, a consultant to businesses on
customer service. American Airlines
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stopped taking customer complaints by
phone several years ago, according to a
spokesperson; putting the complaint in
writing, he insisted, is more efficient. United
used to have a customer-support number
but dropped it "some months ago," accord-
ing to a reservations agent. (A corporate
spokesperson didn't return several phone
calls asking for confirmation.) Even the few
airlines that still have customer-service
numbers, like Continental and Southwest,
tuck them away deep within their websites,
where only the truly obsessive can find
them.

A Delta spokeswoman seemed perplexed by
the whole question. First she said simply,
"We direct customers to our e-mail." After
more checking, she reported that Delta does
have a customer-care option on its toll-free
number. When | couldn't find it, she checked
once more and clarified: the customer-care
line is found on Delta's main corporate
phone number — but that number is not
publicized and "it is not suggested" that
customers call it. A representative at that
number said they do not take customer
complaints and directed me to the website.
(Read "Twittering Over JetBlue's All-You-
Can-Jet Pass.")

The airlines are obviously under severe
economic pressure and are clearly trying to
reduce the amount of time their personnel
spend on the phone with unhappy custom-
ers. Still, in an era of burgeoning complaints
about service, four-hour waits on the tarmac
and renewed pressure in Congress for a
passenger's bill of rights, this seems counter-
productive, to say the least.

After a couple of days | got my bag back —
though I had to send my brother to the
airport to pick it up. | even got a response to
my e-mail complaint: an apology and a $50
voucher for future Delta travel. I'm not sure
whether to say thank you or ask what took
so long. But it doesn't matter. There's no one
to call.
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