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Some travelers feel as mishandled as their lost luggage

THE NAVIGATOR
Christopher ElliottJ aime Sigal’s suitcase felt a

little light when he picked it
up from the conveyor belt in
Sao Paolo, Brazil, so he gave

the heavy-duty ballistic nylon
bag a careful once-over. Sure
enough, the zipper appeared to
have been forced open.

Sigal, who works for an
export management company in
Miami, made a beeline for the
LAN Airlines counter. Three
items were missing from his
luggage: a blazer, a leather
jacket and boots. He’d paid a
total of $1,700 for the items last
year.

Every day, the same scenario
repeats itself in airports
everywhere. Luggage is lost or
pilfered, and airlines do their
best — or not — to find or
replace it.

Last year, there were more
than 2 million reports of
mishandled luggage among
domestic airlines, according to
the Transportation Department.
That’s down slightly from the
year before, when roughly 2.1
million bags went astray. (While
the government doesn’t
distinguish among lost,
damaged, delayed and pilfered
baggage — referring to it all as
simply “mishandled” — airline
passengers certainly do.)

The biggest offender? Among
the major non-regional carriers,
American Airlines had the worst
record, with 3.82 reports per
1,000 passengers. Interestingly,
American was the first of the big
carriers to institute a fee for all
checked bags, back in 2008. The
second- and third-most loss-
prone were Delta Air Lines and
Southwest Airlines.

The problem isn’t just lost

luggage; it’s what happens next.
The rules vary, depending on
where you lost the bag and how
long it takes to recover it.

Consider what happened to
Sigal. After he filed a claim, LAN
offered to pay him either $300
or cut him a $600 flight
voucher. He refused both. “I feel
that while in the custody of the
airline, the suitcase was opened
and the items were stolen,” he
told me. “The reimbursement is
not even close to the
replacement cost of the items.”

Under the Montreal
Convention, an international
treaty that governs
compensation for the victims of
air disasters, Sigal was entitled
to a maximum of about $1,800.
(The amount fluctuates, because
it’s based on a combination of
worldwide currencies.)

I suggested that Sigal
mention to LAN that its offer
came nowhere near to what the
Montreal Convention calls for.
When he did, LAN asked for
receipts for the stolen items,
which he sent. The airline
offered him about $1,800 in
flight vouchers, which he
accepted.

There isn’t always a happy
ending, though. Earlier this
year, reader Leonard Henderson
contacted me after his ski gear
got lost on a flight to Telluride,
Colo. He had to buy new clothes,
for which US Airways promised
to reimburse him. But when the
time came for the airline to pay
up, it balked. Henderson had

paid $2,500 for new gear, but
the airline covered only $800.

“The airline will not give me
an explanation of how they
came up with the
reimbursement figure,” he told
me. “I feel like the tiny little guy
versus the corporate giant.”

Part of the problem is that
Henderson’s luggage was
eventually recovered. According
to federal law, the airline is
liable for a minimum of $3,300
per customer if lost bags are
never found.

But when luggage is delayed,
the rules say that an airline
must reimburse passengers for
“reasonable” expenses caused by
the delay, such as tuxedo rental
for a wedding or purchase of
underwear and toiletries, or a
bathing suit at a beach resort.

US Airways’ policy is more
noncommittal. “We’ll consider
reimbursement for reasonable
items such as toiletries while
you’re waiting for us to return
your property,” it says on its Web
site.

Effective Aug. 23, new rules
will require airlines to refund
any fee for checked luggage if
the bag is lost. However, the
current requirements for
compensating passengers for
reasonable expenses won’t
change, nor will the maximum
compensation for lost luggage.

How do airlines persuade us
to accept less? They ask for
original receipts that they know
we don’t have. They claim that
they don’t cover fragile items,
such as electronics and
collectibles. They take forever to
process our claims, dragging
things out for so long that we
forget what we lost.

For the past three years,
checked luggage has been a
huge profitmaker for air
carriers. The industry collected
more than $3 billion in baggage
fees in 2010, compared with just
$464 million in 2007, the year
before the legacy airlines
adopted a fee for the first
checked bag. And for three
years, the industry has
essentially had it both ways —
collecting our money and then
losing our luggage without any
meaningful consequences.

But that’s changing.
Anticipating the new rule that
will force airlines to reimburse
baggage fees when they lose a
piece of checked luggage,
carriers have become more
cautious about how they treat
your property. The DOT last
year fined Delta $100,000 for
capping expense
reimbursements on lost luggage.
Perhaps not coincidentally,
Delta recently introduced a new
tracking system for bags that
lets you follow your luggage
online and presumably will
ensure that fewer bags will be
“misplaced.”

Wouldn’t it be something if
the government also set
minimum compensation
amounts for passengers whose
luggage just went astray for a
day or two? I wonder how it
would affect the mishandled
baggage tally — and how it
would move the needle on the
billions of dollars in luggage fees
the airlines collect every year.

Elliott is National Geographic
Traveler magazine’s reader
advocate. E-mail him at
chris@elliott.org.

COMING & GOING

Airlines’ trickle-up economics

FAA-approved holiday?
Release the doves! It’s a tax-

free holiday for travelers! Oh
wait. Can someone go collect
those birds? The celebration has
been called off, due to the party-
crashing airlines.

As the now familiar story
goes: Congress’s failure to
reauthorize the Federal
Aviation Administration’s
funding has prevented the
department from collecting the
federal tax on airfares — about
10-15 percent of the ticket price.
(The lack of funding has other
repercussions as well, such as
staff layoffs and a freeze on
plans to modernize the air
traffic control system.) You’d
think, wouldn’t ya, that the
carriers would pass along the
savings to consumers. Well,
you thought wrong.

A few airlines, such as Virgin
America, played nice, keeping
prices at the no-tax rate. But
that generous gesture didn’t last
long. The carriers have raised
fares, banking millions of
dollars that previously went
into government coffers.

“It goes contrary to all other
tax holidays,” said George
Hobica, president of
Airfarewatchdog.com, using
New York’s no-sales-tax holiday
as an example. “It seems like the
airlines are being predatory.”

One unexpected carrier has
risen above the scheming fray:
Spirit Airlines. For a limited
time, it offered a 7.5 percent
discount on round-trip flights.
(Unfortunately, the deal expired
on Thursday.) The company is
also encouraging a spirited
debate about travel-related
taxation, establishing the Web
site DontTaxMeBro.org,

“Spirit calls on airline
customers, governmental
leaders, policy makers, taxi
drivers, hotel operators, cruise
line personnel, restaurant
employees, travel agents, tour
operators, and others who
would be directly harmed by an
increased tax burden on
travelers to join us in our
efforts to keep airline user
taxes low,” reads the Web site’s
rallying cry.

Release the voices!

Taxing states
City hall wants you to travel.

Especially Chicago’s city hall.
The Global Business Travel

Association has studied the
travel-related taxes in the
country’s top 50 cities, ranking
those with the lowest and
highest taxes on such items as
rental cars and hotels.

The group determined that,
on average, discriminatory
travel taxes bump tourist
expenses by 56 percent over
the general sales tax. The
money often feeds local
projects, not tourism services.

If you want to avoid the hit,
visit a city with the lowest tax
burden (general sales tax and
discriminatory travel taxes):
Fort Lauderdale, Fort Myers or
West Palm Beach in Florida;
Detroit; or Portland, Ore. Or opt
for an urban center with the
lowest discriminatory travel tax
rates, all in California: Orange
County, San Diego, San Jose,
Burbank and Ontario.

But, if you prefer to leave a
souvenir in the coffers, open
your wallet for the high-tax
cities of Chicago, New York,
Seattle, Boston and Kansas City,
Mo. And here’s one for Trivial
Pursuit: Portland also ranks No.
1 in discriminatory taxes,
because Oregon doesn’t impose
a sales tax.

Travel ticker
Due to ongoing ripples in the

Middle East, Crystal Cruises
has canceled a pair of 2012
trips: the 12-night Ancient
World Wonders, which departs
from Barcelona on Dec. 9, and
the 14-night Holiday in the Holy
Land, which leaves Piraeus,
Greece, on Dec. 21. . . . . It’s
never too early to think snow:
Book a Jackson Hole ski pass in
August and save some cold hard
cash. For example, the Grand
Pass costs $1,195 when booked
Monday through Aug. 31 ( the
regular price tag is $1,595). The
Peak Pass (weekend, 15-day and
10-day) and college six-day pack
are also discounted when
booked in August. Info:
www.jacksonhole.com. . . .The
Jamaica Tourist Board has
announced the new Falmouth
Heritage Walking tour, offered
on cruise ship port days and by
reservation. The cost is $25,
and $18 for children. Info:
falmouthheritagewalks.com.

— Andrea Sachs

SMART MOUTH

When the lights go down in the city
In San Francisco,
dining in the dark

is a real eye-opener

BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

The unidentifiable object tast-
ed oh-so familiar. I chewed slowly
and deliberately, squinting my
eyes to help zero in on the flavor.
Then, totally exasperated, I
shook my head and flopped back
in my seat. But I was sitting in a
pitch-black dining room, and no-
body could see the body language
of my torment. So I sighed. Loud-
ly.

“I don’t even know if it’s a fruit
or a vegetable or meat,” I said to
my blind friend, Travis. “It could
be anything.”

Travis and I were sitting in San
Francisco’s Opaque restaurant, a
dining-in-the-dark concept mod-
eled after similar eateries in Eu-
rope. The servers are blind or
vision-impaired, and the patrons,
who are mostly sighted, dine
there for the novelty of eating
without seeing.

Travis lost all his vision after
being injured while serving in
Iraq, and, especially at first, he
wanted friends to appreciate how
hard it was for him to eat. Going
on a “blind date” during my West
Coast visit seemed like a good
way to experience the world
through Travis’s eyes, so to speak.
So I prepared myself to surrender
my most reliable sense. What I
didn’t expect was the biggest
seated adventure of my life.

Opaque is on an unassuming
block in the city’s Hayes Valley
neighborhood, in the basement
of another restaurant. At the top
of the stairs, we checked in with
the hostess, and she handed us
prix-fixe menus. Travis, his guide
dog, Fess, and I walked down-
stairs, sat on a bench and selected
our appetizers, entrees and des-
serts.

Our server, Courtney, arrived
and we made a train — hands on
shoulders — to follow her into the
black. She steered us around

poles and door jambs and into
our U-shaped booth. I asked her
about the extent of her vision. “It
deteriorates over time,” she told
us. “I describe it as looking
through a shower door — the
frosted kind — and it’s pretty
damn frosted at this point.” She
told us to call out if we needed
anything.

Travis and I felt around our
booth. We decided that the back
cushion might have been a re-
tired gym mat. The white table-
cloth I imagined could have been
purple. Even Fess seemed disori-
ented: When Travis leaned over
to give him a treat, it took him
longer to find it, having to de-
pend on his sniffer.

“We ready to get started?” I
heard Courtney’s voice on my
right. “The way it’s going to work
is, when I hand you something or
you hand me something, our
hands will meet on the corner of
the table,” she said. “So now I’m
going to hand you each a glass of
ice water. Go ahead and place it

wherever is convenient for you.”
Then she handed us second

glasses and an amuse-bouche — a
cucumber slice with smoked
salmon and wasabi aioli, compli-
ments of the fully sighted chef.
Then came the bread basket and
the butter ramekin, which I held
in my lap so I wouldn’t lose it. By
the time Courtney was finished
delivering and describing all
these items, I felt completely lost,
and my short-term memory had
failed me: I had to ask her to
repeat what was on the amuse-
bouche plate. Half-listening, I re-
alized, wouldn’t get me very far at
Opaque.

Travis offered some helpful
tips, such as running my fingers
along the table edge to find
things. “You start reaching across
the table, that’s when you start
knocking drinks over,” he said. I
bravely buttered a slice of bread,
only to learn that I’d left two
giant chunks on the edges. Travis
said that if I paid attention to the
friction and resistance of the

knife, I could tell how much I was
spreading. All good advice, but I
was less concerned with physics
than my now butter-covered fin-
gers.

Courtney brought our starters
— a baby green salad for me and
ahi tuna for Travis. The first thing
I stabbed was the chunky piece
that would drive me mad with its
mystery. I took one bite and held
the rest of it in my left hand for
about 10 minutes, hoping that
intermittent bites between baby
greens would trigger my memo-
ry.

“I’m telling you, all your senses
are so handicapped by your
sight,” Travis said. “Even your
taste.”

At last, in a thrilling moment,
it came to me: “It’s a mushroom!
A portobello mushroom!”

The rest of the meal was less
frustrating, and I found myself
closing my eyes for long periods
of time. There was a lot of touch-
ing of food that wasn’t finger food
and plenty of laughing every time
the fork arrived at my mouth.
Either it was empty or the piece
I’d cut was so big it hit my nose. I
remember enjoying the food, but
the flavors were somewhat lost to
the celebration of each trium-
phant self-feeding.

After dessert (bittersweet
chocolate cake with strawberries
and vanilla bean ice cream),
Courtney led us back to the light.
It was dusk, but I squinted going
up the stairs. After 21/2 hours
without my sight, readjusting my
eyes threw off my equilibrium,
and I felt faintly dizzy and queasy.

We paid the hostess, and I
picked up a brochure on our way
out. “Not just a meal,” it read,
“but a truly unique, sensual expe-
rience.” I didn’t know about sen-
sual, but I was certain I still had
some aioli on my cheek and choc-
olate on my fingers as I grabbed
the steering wheel of my rental.
Travis and Fess sat on the passen-
ger side, eyes wide open.

travel@washpost.com

Kaplan is a freelance writer in
Washington. She can be found at
www.melaniedgkaplan.com.

OPAQUE

Opaque restaurant is a dining-in-the-dark restaurant where the servers are blind or sight-impaired.
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DETAILS
Opaque
689 McAllister St.
San Francisco
800-710-1270
www.darkdining.com
Open for dinner Wednesday-
Saturday from 6:30 p.m. Three-
course prix-fixe menu $79 per
person on Wednesdays and
Thursdays through September,
$99 every other day.
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Aqueduck
doesn’t fly

BY BECKY KRYSTAL

What was it that Mom used to
say? “It’s the thought that
counts?” That’s what I’d like to
tell Susanna Lee, inventor of the
Aqueduck faucet extender.

Lee created the Aqueduck
(www.peachyco.com, $12.99) to
relieve her back from the strain of
lifting her children to reach pub-
lic sinks. The design: A silicone-
like part slips onto the faucet,
channeling water into a curved
piece of plastic. Flip it upside
down, and it looks like a duckbill.

The product professes that it
“fits most faucets,” but a test run
called that claim into question.
The opening for the faucet was
too small for the thick (though
not unusually so) spout. The rub-
bery lip that slides on to grip the
faucet hung up on the metal,
forcing the water backward and
onto the counter.

When I was finally able to force
the extender into place, I was
underwhelmed. The water was
redirected only a few inches for-
ward from the original flow. For
most small kids, it wouldn’t be
enough to make much difference.

The company behind Aque-
duck (get the name yet?) bills it as
“perfect for traveling.” But many
of the bathrooms you’re likely to
encounter on the road feature
motion-activated faucets. So the
second you start wrestling the
Aqueduck into place, you’re
bound to be sprayed. Then once
it’s on, the gadget may end up
blocking the sensor, which is
what happened to me.

Granted, the Aqueduck doesn’t
take up too much real estate in a
bag. But on top of everything else
a parent carries, this is by no
means a must-have. If you’re on
the go and finding it just too
taxing to help your kids wash
their hands, I have a simpler,
quicker, cheaper solution. It’s
called hand sanitizer.

krystalr@washpost.com
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