T ~I'snot just about cheap air tickets.
ke B bime - k- i Travel portals want now to put

more heads on beds

By Geetanjali Shukla

- owhen wasthe lasfimevouwsnt toa rallway stationto baok
your rattway ticket? Don‘tremember right? Ever since the

- Indian Railways pionesred booldng rasn tickets anthe Web,
ithas taken away the effort, ime and scmetimes the pain

e mvaolved in getting yourself a railwayticket, Okay, next
sty BT question—whenwas thelastime youwentto atravel agentto
5 _ ' bu::n:uk yourairtickets? Hmm, don't remember that one either, right? Haven't
———— i things reallychanged, now thatyou can freeze all your travel plans sitting
—" o it front ofthe computer? |
S This dramatic change inwhichwe book our air tickets, make our
_ haotelresetvations or even buy holiday packages can be atiributedto
WM several factors. For one, consumets of travel products — people ike von
g and me—are more comfortable transactng onthe Internet as
compared tothe traditional consumer Another, and perhaps amore
o importantfactor s that Internst penetrationin the country hasbeen.
> #_‘,ur steadilynsing. This, combined wath the changmg profile of the buyers
2l ui* f; oftravel products, supported the e-commerce segment lo develop

and grow. Addtothis mixarise Indomestic travel, a never-seen-
before grovwth inthe aviation induslry and the Low Cost
Carrier phenomenar and vouwil knowwhat spawned the
travel partal boom some tio years ago.

However aswe speak, the big fourinthe online travel
agencyspace arelooking tonde adifferent wave—the hotel
industrythat hasgone on a massive drive to expand
capacity, whichwall beup forsalebythe end ofthis decade,

-/ AGENTS OF CHANGE

3y Ifonewers togobyareport presentad bythe World Travel
- and Touriem Couneil, the mdustrywill growat a steadypace
overthe coming fewyears, After seeingagrowthof 5.7 per centin
2004-05, the industry grew at about four percent in 2005-06. For 2006-
- 07, areporttabled by the WI'TC at the ITB Travel Fair in Berlin this vear
=  saysthatthe Lndustrg,rmn?l grow at 3.9 percent: For the coming ten vears, it
fmrecasts a steady growth rate of 4.8 per cent. But nore than anything else, what this
| = andthe earlier reports point atisthat India fiqures among the top three performersin
o i this sector over the nextien years, As perthis year 'sreport, tounsm demand in Indiais
expected togrowatnearly eight percent between 2008 and 2017,
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OUT OF SITE

Are the discounts, cheap tickets and multiple opfions

on travel portals for real?

eing the resident travel guy, perhapsit
B-.r..-:m:l-:'|lg,.I natural that the task of

reviewing india's top travel-related
wehsites fell to me. Tobe honest, 've never
used anyof these sites before; | normally book
airline tickets an the airline's website, and | call
up hotels directly {having procured the
number from Lonely Planet or the intermet)
and make bookings myself. Sincel was in the
process of planning a trip to Cochin, it seemed
a5 qood atime as any to havea go at the
websites_ | dveded my searchinto two parts,
the first for flights and the second for hotels.
Thefirst flightwas for a Chennai-Cochin
round trip on 26 May 2007, on Kingfisher
Adrfines (randomly selected), for the same
flight numbers. The second was for a
§ BLEREGS S
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Mumbai-Delhi one-waytnp on 28 May 2007,
on Jet airways (randomily selectad), for the
samez flight number, The hotel search was fora
three-night stay in Cochin,

W YATRA.COM: Thisis a shighthy clutterad
site, but easy enough touse, It offered a
Chennai-Cochin round trip on Kinghisher
Adrlinesfor Rs 7102 (the most expensive of all
thesites) and a Mumbai-Delhi flight on Jet for
Rs 5778, It gave me 19 hotel options in Cochin,
oneolwhich didn’t show up on anyofthe
other sites. | ended up booking this hotel and
wasgiven a booking number and an
assurance that sormeone would callme o
complete the transaction. Nobody did, so
had ta call the helpline mysetf {taice) in order
to complete the booking. | was then assured
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that an email confirmation would be sent, but
it never armived and | had tocall and complain,
after which it was finally sent. Ittums out that
the tariff on offer for that hotel was a special
ane, which thesite had to confirm, henceall
the delay. For a normal tariff, | could have paid
onfineimmediately with a credit card. Thesite
offered mea mid-range hoted (that| had
randomly selected on the other travel sites) for
Rs 1030, and the top-end hotel that the gther
sities listoad wasn't available here
HTRAVELGURU.COM: Nicely laid out site
and easy to use. it offered me the Chennal-
Cochin round trip for Rs 5775 and the
Mumbai-Delhi flight for Rs 5750, It also came
upwith the mast hotel options in Cochin- 34,
A% | had already booked another hotel, |
randomly sedected a mid-range hotel which it
otfered for Rs 1150 per night, and a top-end
haotel which it offered for Rs 4900 per might.
B MAKEMYTRIP COM: Probably the best
sitein terms of design and easeof use, The
Chennai-Cochin round tripwas baing offered
for Rs 5695 (the cheapest) and the Mumbai-




the first o bypass the GDS (no access
charges had to pald o these companies)
and travel agent channel (no hefty
Ccommissions) and aistnbute theyr tickels
viatheir ownwebsite and the OTA
websites. While the legacy carners
decided to use acombination ol these
methods, Stuart Coghton, COO and co-
founder, Cleartnp savs, 'LCCs currently
represent nearly two-fifths of all gross
domeshc alr bookangsatlerless than
three years of operations.' Soitisno
wonder then that the move made by

channel has spelt good tmes for OTAs,

BEYOND CHEAP
FARES

Avearago, themoneyforOTAslayin
airline bookings, but nowwith both
domesic travel and inbound fravel
picking up, the action has shified to hotel
bookings. And among all the OTAs, the
anethatmade the firstmove inthis
direcoonwas Travelquru, The lodging
IVeniory N naials ragmented and
hence thereisasignificant opporturnty

Delhi flight for Rs 5728. It gave me 26 hotel
options in Cochin, with the mid-range hotel
and the top-end hotel at Rs 1030 and Rs 7980
respectively.
B CLEARTRIP.COM: This siteis very basicin
terms of design, which cuts both ways, It cuts
out the clutter, but it also looks basic to the
point that you beginto doubtifit's any good
It gave me the Chennai-Cochinround trip for
Rs 5795, the Mumbai-Delhi flight forRs
5778, the mid-range hotel for Rs 1098 and
the top-end hotel for Rs 4008

Asamatter of interest, Kingfisher Airlines’
ownwebsite offered the same Chennai-
Cochin round trip for R 5775. Jet'sown
website gave me the Mumbai-Delhi flight for
Rs 5455, the cheapest fare on offer. As you can
see, there'slittle pointinwasting your time
withany of theabovesitesifit's airline tickets
you'reafter—you'relikely to get them for the
same price or cheaper on therespective
airlines’ ownwebsites. Areally useful website,
however, s zoomtra.com. Itsearches every
airimewebsite for the cheapest fares and

forintermectanes, ke OTAs tobuilda
database ot holels and bring themeonline
But thisisnct easy because consolidating
otels in India s not about technology
alone, it1g about bullding relatonships
with supphers and educating themon e
dismbubon. Besices, what makes it
different rombuillding up adatabaseof
airhnes 15 the sheer nurnber of hotels,
AlsoasYalra Online’s founder Dhruv
Shring: says, ‘Customers haveto
recogriise brands tomake anonline
purchase. Five-starhotels alreadyhavea
branamage, but the sinall, budgethotels
have yettobuild one. So growthin this
segmeniwill be lirnited untl the brand
bulding process is complete.’
[nabidtoimproveits presence,
Travelguru for nstance, hasjomed
handswath the biggest budget carnierin
the country, Aur Deccan. Says Damera,
'‘We have entered into a strateqic tie-up
with Air Deccan as we saw it as a perfect
fit—to be able to offer their flight
customers the ophion of bookmga hotel.
Air Deccan's focus isthe budgettraveller
and Travelguru has over 3,000 budget

displays them real-time, soyou can then
decidewhich airline to gowith.

Asfor hotels, the biggest advantageis
that these websites offer you a choice of
properties, so you're saved the hassle of
searching for individual hotel numbers
and/or websites, They also seem to offer
genuinediscounts—the hotel | booked on
yatra.com quoted a higher tariff when|
called them directly. However, the downside
I5 that you have to divulge your credit card
details over the phonein order to actually
book a hotel-but only if it's a special taniff
that requires confirmation on the part of
the website, Onother normal displayed
tariffs, you can book the hotel online
yourself, using your credit card, net
banking or an ITZ cash card. Net net? You
will have to trawl these websites togeta
geod bargain on air tickets, but these will
surely open up awide choice foryouin
terms of hotel bookings.

BY PABLO CHATERJI

notels avallable tobe booked onime wth
Instant coniirmations.’

Butitisnotasif Travelguru's
compentorsare farbehind. Makemytnp
redaunchedilswebsite inMay-end, witha
speciallocus onhotelsand packaoes,
Likeits competitor, Makemympalsoplans
to make s hotels section more interactive
wWith Lser reviews, raungsandamap
search. Thenewversion ofthe portal will
alsohaveawder database ofhotels—it
currentiy has about 1 500holelsandthe
mumbersseltomore than double. Deep
Kalra, founder and CEC, Makemytrin
says, ‘Our'swasa first generation website
wasand wefelt thatitwasumewe updated
it. Sowe have launched theversion Web
Z2.0cfourwebsite.'

Aninlernatonal player that has
spotted ths trend 1sthe US-basad
Traveloaity thatlauncheditsIndia
website m March this year. Travelocity
hasadatabaseofnearly 72,000 hotels
situated all ocver the world, Hirnanshu

Smgh, managing director
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