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BusRates.com red flags
Internet charter service”

By Kathryn Eber

The Internet has changed the way
many customers search for and select
a charter bus company. Each year new
listings appear that increase the
visihility of bus charter and tour
services and attest o the popularity of
charter bus travel,

Bus charter brokers who operate
legitimately provide a wvaluable
service, but there are those that
mislead customers about the value
they claim to offer.

However, many third-party re-sellers
— namely anline national bus brokers
are gouging prices and misrepresenting
their service; promising a high level of
quality that goes undelivered 1o
unsuspecting customers.

The maore disreputable online bus
brokers assure customers they have
evaluated the bus companies they
use, though recent evidence suggests
this is not always the case,

An honest and reliable broker can
be of great value (o charier customers.
For a premium, this specialist can
connect customers with an available
company best suited for their trans-
partation plans, The broker's fee also
acts like an insurance policy. [T the
original bus owner [ails (o provide the
service, the fee guarantees a replace-
ment at no extra cost Lo the customer,

The sad reality of this relatively
new industry niche is too many charter
customers are disappointed with their
experience with brokers,

Research by BusRates.com reveals

@ BUSRide

that many online national brokers are
excellent al pitching their services,
but marginal in their delivery. Brokers
of this ilk typically overstate their
value to capture a greater portion of
the market, and mark up the charges
significantly  with  little or no
research performed for the customer.
BusRates.com says that some even
lead customers to believe that they
own the buses they are booking, when
in fact they have never seen the
vichicles,

When hrokers adhere 1o the
standard 10 percent gross-net rate
commission system, the customer
incurs no extra cost booking through
them. But national online brokers in
particular seem to have abandoned
the traditional commission relation-
ship by grossly overcharging for their
service, In fact, BusHate.com found
charter quoies ranging from 25 per-
cent to 50 percent above market; and
smaller trips, such as airport trans-
fers, are often marked up over 100
percent of the going rate.

When BusRates.com requested
gquotes for a three-day 550-mile
round-trip charter, the average rate
quoted from bus-owning companies
was 32,325, BusRates.com reports the
online brokers averaged 53,216 {or the
same trip a 38 percent mark-up
over the going rate,

Even more disturbing, says
BusHates.com, is that despite assur-
ances of charter quality, these brokers

are not adequately researching the
COmpuInies I|1|'3,' engape. Jan Van Eck,
owner  of  Flying  Dutchman
Motorcoaches, East Haven, CT, attests
that brokers never did any research
on his company before contracting
his services.

“In my vears of subbing from
brokers, not once have | been
required to provide proof of
insurance, details of equipment,
maintenance  protocols,  driver
selection,” says Van Eck. “No broker
has ever made an on-premise visit or
asked for references. As far as 1 can
tell, the brokers make zero inquiries.”

BusRates.com says if brokers are
telling customers they thoroughly
researched companies when they did

not, they are defrauding their
customers,
“Nowhere has this been more

evident than in the horrific bus fre
last September near Dallas, TX, that
claimed the lives of 24 elderly
Hurricane Rita evacuees, says
BusRates.com CEOQ and founder,
Mark Greer. “In this case, the bus
broker assured the customer that it
adhered to a rigorous evaluation
process. Yet tragically, the broker
failed to research the company as
promised.”

Greer reports that had the broker
done the research, it would have
found obvious reasons not o book
that particular charter company, ==>
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The company's registration was
expired. The driver’s safety rating was
97 where 100 is the worst,

Over the past two vears, four
drivers and three vehicles were
ordered out of service.

The company filed for bankrupicy
protection in February 2005, Since
2001, the police pulled over its drivers
more than a dozen times,

The accident investigation further
revealed 168 federal safety violations,
of which over half related to substan-
dard wvehicle and
conditions,

Because brokers are eroding the
marging that bus-owning companies
need to he profitable, more and more
bus owners are refusing (o take trips
from them.

One bus owner in Minnesota
reported that he had done several
trips for a prominent national online
broker. "Not one of them went
smoothly,” he says, "Communication
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is essential when planning a trip, and
when you can't speak directly with the
client, important details are left out.”

He says the broker that booked his
trips failed to ask the client the most
critical questions. He also noted that
brokers make a practice of collecting
the driver's gratuity ahead of time, bui
do not pass it on to the driver,

Finally, he pointed out that when
customers decide to extend their trip,
they pay an additional charge (o the
broker. Yet this money never makes it
back 1o the bus owner.

“I refuse to take anymore trips
from them,” says this operator.

Work with industry veterans
Customers can look to the small
local brokers, tour operators and
travel agents for the best value. The
experienced industry veterans that
usually  run  these  specialized
operations know their market. They
price their services reasonably and

www.travelocity.com

www.busrates.com

tend o adhere to the industry
standard 10 percent commission rate,

Many have met with the bus
owners in their area, and have actually
seen the buses they book for their
CUSIOmers

Bus owners should encourage their
['Irﬂ‘-i!‘.li"i'l‘-iﬂb!

* Always see the actual vehicle
before they book.

+ Search the company’s record
in the Federal Motor Carrier
Safety Administration (FMCSA)
database,
www.safer.fimesa.dor.gov/
CompanySnapshoraspx.

+ (5ot a feel for how involved a
company is in its area of
aperation.

Motorcoach owners considering
work from these brokers should keep
in mind that though a broker mighi
have a strict policy only to pay 60 days
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after travel, owner-operators also
have the option to demand faster
payment.

Brokers typically collect payvment
in full from the customer up front and
s0 can the bus owner. BusRates.com
reports that a number of bus compa-
nies it researched indeed received
advance payment from national bro-
kers before travel,

Another important option is (o
negotiate higher rates with the broker.

N‘{IIIIT{'I}HI'I‘I I!ll‘.ll‘f."‘;ll"br!'i can nITt'r
brokers the same rate they offer their
own customers, The gist ol this is, if
everyune involved in the motorcoach
industry can help more customers
become aware of the best bhusiness
practices, the online national brokers
will have to learn to represent their
service accurately,

Get quotes directly

BusHates.com offers the lst free
searchable database made up wholly
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of charter bus-owning companies in
the L5, and Canada. It is also an
informational guide to charter bus
operations and includes bus descrip-
tions.

Greer savs the site works like “a
souped-up vellow pages directory.”
For a small fee, bus owners can post
their fleet specs, amenities and rates
for customers. In return they receive
calls and direct quote requests. The
site lists over 5,300 company |i.'tli1‘tgﬁ.
which are searchable by bus types,
and 340 companies that post their
Neet spees and rates,

Since November 1, 2004, Bus
Rates.com has been working to reach
more online customers o creale
awareness of industry going rates so

customers can assess the amount of

the premium brokers collect for their
service,

Greer established BusRates.com
because he believed most customers
were not aware of the brokers who

quolte substantially higher rates above
the market. Bus owners that post rates
help make customers aware of bro-
ker's typical 50 percent hidden premi-
um.

"We just want customers o know
what’s really going on before they
make a purchase,” says Greer, "Il more
brokers begin representing their serv-
ice accurately, there is still a portion of
the markei willing 1o pay for this type
of service.”

Katteyn Eber sorves
on the BusRates com, Inc
baoard of directors
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