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TRAVEL SCAMS: 

Spring Break & Beyond! 
Planning a school break trip? A sunny beach? 

Skiing? Or, maybe Europe? Before you show up 

at the airport with your boogie board, passport, or 

skis, you need to do some serious homework to 

make sure you’re not getting taken for a ride 

down Rip Off Road. 

Unlike most products, travel services usually have 

to be paid for before they are delivered. This 

creates great opportunities for con artists to scam 

you out of your money. Some travel packages turn 

out to be completely different from what was advertised and some don't materialize at all! If a travel 

opportunity sounds too good to be true, chances are it’s a scam.  

Either they’ll take your money and run, or they’ll hit you with hidden charges when you least expect 

it. There’s no such thing as a free ride. So what should you be on the lookout for? 

Look Out! 
Deal of a Lifetime! Beware of extremely low-priced these "deals" often contain hidden costs or 

don't tell you that you may have to attend a sales presentation to qualify for the discount or the 

travel. 

Who ARE You? If you get offers you didn’t ask for (phone, fax, email) – watch out. Especially if 

the names of the seller and travel provider differ. You may be dealing with a telemarketer who has 

no responsibility to you after the sale.  

Fly by Night Air: If the salesperson says “it’s a major airline" or offers a collection of airlines 

without being able to say exactly which one you will be on. 

Personal Info: Sometimes they’ll ask you to give your credit card number over the phone. Never 

give personal information, including credit card numbers, social security numbers, bank account 

numbers, or even your frequent flyer number to an unsolicited telephone salesperson. Some 

telemarketers may claim they need your account information for identification or verification. They 

don't. Your account number should be used only to bill you for goods and services. 

Pay Now, Travel Later: They tell you that they want you to buy the package now but you can't 

leave for at least 2 months. (Most scam artists know that the deadline for disputing a credit card 

charge is 60 days.)  

Cheetya Express: Avoid buying from a firm that wants to send a courier for your payment or asks 

you to send your payment by overnight delivery. These services may be fast but chances are the 

business may be trying to avoid using the US Postal Service because they are committing fraud. 

In the Biz: Watch out for "instant travel agent" offers. Companies may offer to sell you 

identification that will "guarantee" you discounted rates. They don’t have any control over discounts. 

Only suppliers of travel - cruise lines, hotel companies, car rental companies, or airlines - can decide 

who and when they’re going to give discounts or professional courtesies. 

Now or Never: Avoid high-pressure sales pitches. They’re never in your best interest. 
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Toll-free? Don't assume that just because a company has ads in the newspaper or has a toll-free 800 

number, it must be safe. These days just about anyone can get their own toll-free number AND not 

all 800 numbers are toll-free. 

Tips 
Try to buy your vacation travel package from a business you know. Ask friends who have used them 

about their experience.  

If you're not familiar with a company, get its complete name, address and local telephone number. 

Ask them to send you information about the business, and the names of satisfied customers; any 

legitimate travel company will be happy to oblige. 

Check with the BBB to verify if they're a legitimate business, and if so, whether there have been any 

complaints. Also check with local travel agents to see if they know if the company is legitimate.  

If possible, deal with businesses that belong to professional associations such as: 

 BBB (713-868-9500) or http://www.bbb.org/  

 National Tour Association (800-682-8886) or http://www.ntaonline.com/ 

 United States Tour Operators Association (212-599-6599) or http://www.ustoa.com/  

 American Society of Travel Agents’ (ASTA) Consumer Affairs Department (703-739-8739) 

or http://www.astanet.com/ 

Verify arrangements with your travel agent before you pay.  

 What is covered by the price and what isn't; any additional charges 

 Cancellation and refund policies: Ask if the business what their cancellation and refund 

policies are and if they offer cancellation insurance.  

 Exact dates and times - Get a confirmed departure date, in writing, before you pay anything. 

Be leery if they promise to help you arrange the date later.  

If the package involves standby or waitlist travel, or a reservation that can only be provided much 

later, ask if your payment is refundable if you want to cancel, and don't pay any money you can't 

afford to lose. 

 Names, addresses and telephone numbers for the hotels, airlines and cruise ships you'll be 

using. Don't accept vague terms like "major hotels" or "luxury cruise ships." Call to verify 

specific reservations, too. If the destination is a beach resort, ask the seller how far the hotel 

is from the beach. Then ask the hotel.  

Now that you have all this in writing and have figured out exactly how much this is going to cost 

you (including all service charges, taxes, processing fees, etc.) compare the offer to what you might 

get somewhere else.  

Lots of times, “discount specials” that include free airfare or free hotels disguises the fact that the 

total price is still higher than a regular package tour. Get the details of your vacation in writing 

BEFORE you pay! 

 



Young Consumer Advocate Program (YCAP) 

Better Business Bureau (BBB) Education Foundation of Metropolitan Houston 

Travel Scams - Page 3 

Safety On The Go 
Tourists make tempting targets for thieves and hustlers because they often carry expensive cameras, 

jewelry, and large amounts of cash. Worse, travelers often find themselves in unfamiliar territory 

where they are frequently lost or confused or simply preoccupied with seeing the sights. Here are a 

few things to remember but your best protection is to be prepared for anything: 

 Don’t give your tickets to anyone other than an agent of the airline at the ticketing/check-in 

counter, the gate, or the airline's offices. A common scam is someone wearing a uniform 

similar to the airline’s will give you some excuse for taking your tickets (e.g., claiming there 

is a problem with the tickets). If you're not sure that someone is an airline employee, check 

their ID with the airline. 

 Avoid people who approach you near the airport baggage area and offer a cut-rate cab ride to 

your hotel - head for the official taxi stand outside. 

 When you check in at a hotel and the front-desk clerk announced your room number within 

earshot of others, demand a different room. Thieves are on the lookout for tourists who have 

expensive toys and may not be spending a lot of time in their rooms. 

 Watch out for "shoulder surfers," who hang around public telephones. They'll steal your 

calling-card number when you punch it into the keypad. Block their view with your body, 

and cup your hand around the keypad. Also be careful when speaking the numbers out loud 

to an operator. 

 When you’re on foot, stay alert to diversionary tactics used by a pickpocket or thief. One 

popular routine involves a stranger's throwing garbage at you or squirting you with mustard. 

Along comes a good Samaritan to help you out but, while you’re distracted, a thief will be 

helping himself to your stuff. 

 Beware of accidents used to collect insurance money. One or more cars may cut you off or 

stop suddenly in front of you and cause the accident. The other driver will blame you for 

injuring him and his car. Later his insurance will claim more injury or more serious vehicle 

damage than you observed. Keep detailed notes.  

While we’re on the subject of insurance, the best thing you can do for yourself to keep healthy and 

happy while on vacation is to purchase travel insurance. Talk with your travel agent to help you 

decide what coverage you’ll need based on your type of travel (developing country, adventure safari, 

Disneyland, etc.).  

Be sure to examine different policies, make careful inquiries and always read the fine print.  

Two features are essential: 

1. 24-hour, toll-free, English-language phone assistance 

2. Plan that helps you arrange your care and provides direct, immediate payment to the medical 

provider. 

An extensive list of over 50 medical evacuation and travel insurance companies can be found under 

“Services: Medivac/Medical Insurance” at: www.travel.state.gov 

Vacations are supposed to be a time to have fun and relax. If you do your homework ahead of time, 

you can avoid a lot of headaches and make the most of your holiday! 

SOURCES: http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/alerts/brakalrt.htm; http://www.websciences.org/dvhpub/SCAMS.HTM; 
http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/alerts/trvlalrt.htm 

http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/alerts/brakalrt.htm
http://www.websciences.org/dvhpub/SCAMS.HTM
http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/alerts/trvlalrt.htm

