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“Violations by airlines will end”: Hernán Cadavid

Sanctions for overbooking flights or delays in ticket purchase refunds are some of the
prickly topics that the representative Hernán Cadavid (Centro Democratico Party) wants to
resolve as the author of a bill on air travel.

Interview.

By Rafaela Jinich Kassin

What comes next for this bill and what are the key dates to have on our radar? What
is the bill’s current condition?

The path going forward is: we filed (the proposed legislation) with the House secretary last
week, so from there the project is transferred to the legal office, where they decide to which
Commission it is assigned. In this case, it was sent to the Sixth Commission, which is the
transportation commission. In the Sixth Commission, the general committee of the House
receives the bill and decides to include it in the day’s agenda, and there is where we must
provide our support.

For this reason, it is important when a bill is signed by several parties, because this tells the
President that this bill is not only from one party but that it really has a message. There, we
would begin the procedure for the bill and the legislative process. It has to be approved by
the Sixth Commission and then in a plenary session of the House. Today it must be entering
the Sixth Commission of the House, and what we need is for them to include it in the day’s
agenda. The violation of the rights of the airlines’ consumers will end.

Let’s talk numbers: what supporting evidence do you have beyond the claims derived
from social media? Have there been any specific cases regarding airlines such as
Avianca, Latam, or Wingo which were one of the reasons to launch this bill?

What we did was to contact the Transportation Superintendency to identify which were the
most endemic behaviors in that sense. From there we found which airline received the most
complaints for each one of these matters. There was not a specific case on the airlines, but
let’s say that Avianca received the greatest number of complaints, although naturally, it is
the airline with the most extensive coverage and which has the most routes, and therefore
more users. Avianca’s complaints ranged from the treatment of its customers to its call
center; it came out the winner here, no doubt about it.

We have found that, for example, Latam is the one that has received the most complaints
for overselling its flights, both on social media and in official reports. Regarding the people
who begin to feel deceived by aspects like the prices of low-cost airlines, Viva received the
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most complaints. When you select a certain rate and choose it for its price, you then end
your purchase, and the price increases. Why? Because the website selects services for you,
such as fast check-in lines and additional luggage, the preselection of these services will be
forbidden; it is different if they were offered and not pre-chosen. People who don't travel
usually end up buying these services without necessarily wanting them, and this must be
kept in check.

Would this regulation modification be for both local as well as foreign carriers? And
how would you control their future compliance?

The air travel market is very regulated. For example, one issue we cover is banning
overbooking flights. If they do it, then there is a huge fine the airline must pay the
government. There will also be compensation for the user. Another issue is refunds because
months go by without the passengers receiving what the airlines owe them and no one
controls it. Interest will be added to the refund if it takes more than necessary. These terms
don’t exist today and airline users are affected.

Another important element has to do with having people in Colombia’s busiest airports
responsible for receiving complaints and claims immediately. Bogotá, Medellín,
Barranquilla, and Cali, for starters, must have in the airport not only information available
on user rights, but someone - an aeronautics and transport official - with whom the user can
talk.

An example is: when a flight is delayed due to weather conditions or a maintenance failure,
many times it is just an airline delay and they use it as an excuse. In this case, this group of
people will verify immediately whether there really is a weather condition or an operational
failure, or if it’s simply the airline's fault. They will personally verify if the failure or delay
is attributable to the airline or if it really is due to something out of their control.

This applies only to international flights departing from Colombia. Due to international
aviation restrictions, we cannot regulate flights outside of the country, and therefore we
cannot regulate international flights departing Colombia.

What had been done previously regarding airline regulations and consumer
protection? What flaws are there or what does the current regulation lack?

In the past, some bills had been submitted to Congress on airline issues, but what they
sought was to control the fares, and that cannot be controlled with a bill. For example, I
cannot present a bill through which airlines must charge me, for example, $100,000 instead
of $150,000. That is a matter of financial freedom, and therefore we absolved this bill of
such a problem.

The previous bill basically failed because it interfered with fares, and that’s why we did not
deal with that. What we want is to shape a regulation that essentially protects the user, and
does not mess with fares, but is adamant in telling the airlines "if you fail at your job, you
have to provide compensation”. This compensation will be given to the user in money,
because before there was the issue of miles.



Do you think you will receive support for this project considering you are a member
of the Centro Democrático Party, which is the opposition and currently does not have
such a large number of legislators as you had in other terms?

As of today, we have not received the first technical criticism, nor have we had political
reproach. I believe this bill will pass because we have tried to achieve the largest
consensus possible. People care about this bill because this is something that affects many
daily, and all of us at some time have had a problem with some airline.

I think that the fact that I am a member of the Centro Democrático Party will not be a
problem because, from the start, beyond what is said on social media and our different
approaches regarding national issues, there are other topics in which we can achieve
consensus.

And just as lay persons did, of every party, all the government coalition told us they would
sign the bill. We can demonstrate that these consensuses can be achieved and that we hope
that the government, beyond politics, will not oppose the bill if it sees it is convenient.

Regarding politics, we presented a bill that does not have an ideological component, and
the effect was that within the plenary session of the House, around 55 people signed, and
even members from the Comunes, Pacto Histórico, Alianza Verde, Conservador, and
Liberal parties all said yes. We have managed this political environment that I personally
feel will help the bill succeed. For example, comments such as that by Humberto de la
Calle on Monday, who simply told me via Twitter that he wanted to support the bill, are
very important messages, because the goal here is for everyone to support it.

How did the airlines react when they heard about the bill?

Only Latam, though a lobbyist they have in Congress, told us that the company’s CEO
wanted to talk with us. I told them we should talk during the debate when the bill has
already been presented, because if not they will try to convince us that we hold off on
presenting it. Up to now, we have been told they are on alert, but they haven´t come out to
criticize it.


