
After a challenging journey through the pandemic Julian Abbott of 
South Woodford's Abbotts Travel is finally daring to dream

Making 
holidays happen
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a trip to Japan to see the cherry 
blossom is just one of the many trips 
booked for next year
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T he travel industry is 
always affected by social, 
economic, political and 
natural occurrences. 

We are resilient and always 
seem to find ways of adapting 
and sustaining during the most 
challenging of times which over 
the years have included the Gulf 
War, 9/11, Sars, the Icelandic 
ash cloud crisis and the sudden 
demise of companies like Laker, 
Intasun and Monarch Airlines. 
But the Covid-19 pandemic has 
tested us to the limit. 

In early February 2020, I was 
keeping an eye on the emerging 
news from Wuhan and sensing an 
impending downturn in business, 
quickly sought advice from the 
company’s accountant. We have 
always managed our finances 
prudently which fortunately gave 
us a strong financial platform to 
get through the crisis, but little 
did we know the challenges and 
devastation that were about to be 
brought across the world as the 
situation quickly deteriorated. 

We faced the emerging 
crisis head on, never shirking 
responsibility, despite an alarming 
lack of certainty, aiming to deal 
with everything immediately, 
whatever time of day and trying 
to balance the huge challenges 
and demands of the evolving 
situation against the financial cost 
implications to the business. 

Our mission was simple: to  
do what it took. Initially to get 
people home safely, then to 
get those due to be travelling 
imminently informed of their 
options and either rescheduled 
or refunded. The workload and 
pressure was enormous and 
there was no support available at 
that stage, as we faced worried 
and panicking clients with an 
understandable need for answers. 

With things changing at such 
frequency and a need to update 
clients with the latest information, 
18-hour working days were 
not uncommon during those 
first months. We had to deal 
with an unparalleled amount of 
correspondence, having to hold 
on telephones for hours with 
suppliers who at times were 
making up the rules as  
they went along. Although  
we appreciated that every 

company was struggling as the 
crisis was deepening, many  
chose to ignore refund requests 
and we were not prepared to  
treat clients in that way. 

Many were therefore refunded 
before we received payment from 
our supply chain as we knew 
in some cases that people were 
very stressed and desperately 
in need and considered it our 
responsibility to put them first. 

In addition to the extraordinary 
workload, government grants  
and bank loans were applied  
for, and successful funding  
was subsequently used to 
reimburse customers.

To date, 30 clients have  
been successfully repatriated,  
and close to 1,000 bookings – 
almost £3m worth of holidays – 
have been affected with  
over 99 per cent of customers 
having received refunds. 

The incredible feedback that  
we have received since then via 
cards, gifts, calls, texts, social 
media posts and many emails  
are testament to the dedication  
of the team and confirmed  
that we did the right thing. 
They have been a huge source 
of comfort, motivation and 
satisfaction to us, particularly 
when the pressure and intensity 
has been at its highest.

We managed to re-open in June 
and after a brief pick up in July, 
the sudden closure of preferred 
travel corridors and the national 
media headlines dented market 
confidence further with the 
subsequent winter lockdown and 
renewed restrictions curtailing 
any short-term positivity. 

As the vaccination programme 
began to roll out, my personal 
belief was that with so much 

short-term uncertainty it was 
better for consumers to look 
further ahead into late 2021 and 
2022 to be able to plan with more 
confidence, book with flexibility 
and allow time for the necessary 
procedures to be put into place 
without the fear, disappointment 
and inconvenience of having to 
unravel plans once again. 

The benefits of using a  
travel agent have never been 
highlighted more and one of 
the few positives to come out 
of this crisis for us has been the 
increased amount of people  
seeing the value and security in 
booking with an accredited  
ATOL/ABTA travel agent.

 My team’s collective 
knowledge represents decades 
of experience and they crucially 
have not only kept up with 
events and the latest regulations 
but are able to provide accurate 
information and reassurance to 
clients by way of the very latest 
updates from airlines, hotels and 
resorts. Additionally, continuing 
to guide people through the 
required documentation and 
testing necessities as we are 
permitted to start travelling again 
will be extremely important. 

As we await the introduction 
of the UK Government’s 
forthcoming traffic light  
system, I am quietly confident  
that some destinations will 
provide an opportunity for a  
late summer break and for those 
that don’t want to take chances 
on this year, we are seeing lots 
of demand for 2022 and beyond, 
bookable on a flexible basis. 

The pandemic appears to have 
created an understandable 'life’s 
too short' attitude with many 
people wanting to bring forward 
their bucket list adventures rather 
than wait. Skiing trips, secluded 
family villas, cherry blossom in 
Japan, cricket in the Caribbean, 
adventure honeymoons, Indian 
Ocean paradise islands, family 
African safaris and special 
birthday celebrations in Costa 
Rica are amongst recent trips 
booked for travel next year. 

More than ever, Abbotts 
Travel sells the dream of a break 
from isolation and a chance to 
reconnect with the world. n
abbottstravel.com

still smiling despite it all, Julian abbott 
in his award-winning south woodford 
travel agency
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