
 

Hedging the Travel Bet 
Disruptions show the  

value of travel protection 
By JOE SHARKEY / Published in New York Times 

More people bought travel insurance last year, 
and for good reason.  

Consider some of the disruptions that knocked 
travelers off course in the last 12 months. 
Earthquakes and floods. Ash clouds spewing 
from a volcano in Iceland last spring that 
caused the greatest travel disruption in Europe 
since World War II. Blizzards and ice storms in 
the United States that have led to tens of 
thousands of flight cancellations already this 
winter. Civil disturbances, including the one in 
Egypt that led thousands of business travelers, 
tourists and expatriates to flee the country.  

“2010 certainly raised people’s awareness of 
the value of travel insurance,” said Dean 
Sivley, chief executive of the travel insurance 
company. “Yes, more people are booking 
travel insurance. But yes, we also paid out 
more claims in 2010 than would be typical. 
Hopefully, we won’t have a lot more years like 
2010.”  

There are many varieties of travel insurance. 
The standard kind is bought per trip and 
“normally includes coverage for things like trip 
cancellation and delays, lost baggage, illness,” 
said Linda R. Kundell, a spokeswoman for the 

United States Travel Insurance Association, a 
trade group.  

Most insurers offer plans at multiple levels, with 
prices depending on everything from the extent 
of the coverage to the age of the traveler. One 
provider for example, charges $50 for a basic 
plan covering a trip whose total costs are 
$1,000 to $1,500. That plan covers some costs 
incurred from trip cancellations and delays, and 
provides basic emergency assistance on the 
road.  

Which company to select? The travel 
association suggests buying through a travel 
agent, airline or other source, and to read the 
coverage information carefully.  Even in a year 
without major meteorological or civil events, 
there are always the uncountable individual 
crises, accidents and complications — some 
routine, some severe — that suddenly result in 
an abrupt and costly change in plans.  

Sally Watkins, a travel agent in Austin, Tex., 
recalled a client on a cruise who required 
medical evacuation after he was hit in the eye 
by a popped Champagne cork.  

Then there was a couple who said they did not 
need insurance for a long-planned trip. “The 
weekend before they were leaving, the guy 
was playing golf and there was something 
wrong with the golf cart, and when he got down 
to try to look underneath, the cart took off and 
dragged him and he broke his hip,” she said. 
Insurance would have covered a part of the 
money they lost when they had to cancel the 
trip. “Strange things occur in travel more often 
than people think,” Ms. Watkins said.  

Take the experience of Gary Feldman, a 
pediatric geneticist from Ventura, Calif., who 
frequently travels on medical missions to assist 
disabled children abroad. On Day 3 of a 
monthlong trip to northern Vietnam, Dr. 
Feldman stopped atop a seemingly solid cliff to 
take photograph a beautiful mountain valley — 
and in the solitude, he said, he “stepped to the 
edge of the cliff to relieve myself.”  

 



The cliff suddenly gave way. He plunged down, 
screaming, to a ledge 30 feet below. He clung 
there, his leg shattered, until a rescue party got 
to him. After a 14-hour ride to Hanoi, he was 
airlifted to Bangkok for initial surgery. More 
than a year and many operations later, “I’m still 
hobbling around,” he said.  “I kind of see some 
humor, but the recovery has been miserable,” 
Dr. Feldman said. He was a good sport about 
it, though.  

While basic travel insurance plans have 
restrictions for disruptions caused by civil 
disturbances like those in Egypt, many major 
companies have been scrambling to provide 
assistance abroad. When the Egypt crisis 
flared, Access America  a major insurer (and 
preferred travel protection provider of 
Dehoney Travel), said it contacted the 195 
customers it had traveling there. The company 
says it helped some customers find options for 
leaving Egypt and helped others with claims for 
travel delay costs caused by the unrest.  

Given the growing uncertainties of air travel 
and weather, as well as rising air fares, travel 
insurance is increasingly appealing to business 
travelers who book their own trips, among 
them small-business people and 
entrepreneurs. Ms. Kundell, who runs a public 
relations firm, recalled a recent delay when 
hotels near the airport started increasing their 
prices during a snowstorm “because they knew 
people were desperate.” She said she “booked 
a hotel that shouldn’t have run more than $99 a 
night, but they were charging something like 
$269.” Her basic, cheap travel insurance policy 
for the trip reimbursed up to $200, she said.  

There is also another kind of coverage that is 
not strictly insurance. Businesses and other 
organizations that dispatch travelers all over 
the world often buy annual emergency medical 
assistance and evacuation services from major 
global assistance and security companies. 

 

Egypt, obviously, highlighted the possible 
complications for travelers. While there were 
no reports of demonstrators singling out 
foreigners, said John G. Rendeiro Jr., the vice 
president for global security and intelligence at 
International SOS, foreigners have been eager 
to leave. International SOS said it had 
evacuated about 1,000 clients from Egypt 
since the demonstrations began.  

All over the region, emergency assistance 
companies scrambled to secure charter 
airplanes to get people out.  

“Some were business travelers, some leisure 
travelers, and a fair number were study-abroad 
kids as well,” said Michael J. Kelly, the chief 
executive of On Call International, which had to 
dispatch rescue vans to various places in 
Egypt to pick up clients and get them to 
chartered aircraft in Cairo or Alexandria.  
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