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EWARK — At the People Express
Airlines terminal, a plane was late.
One of the waiting passengers

thought it would be a good time to
air her pet pecve about the line — its con-

Employees still erupt into incredulous laughter over the
time two women in Sarasota tried to board a dead

man. It was cheaper to fly him by People Express and
bury him in New York, than to bury him in Florida.
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carry-on luggage, and must pay $3 for cuch

bag they check.
LA X J

If Pcople customers are huppy with low

fares, its employces are just as happy with

the firm’s management philosophy. People is

pany of m s. Every 1\
owns stock in the corporation, there are no
| nyone can be found doing

stantly busy teleph She plained to
Kimberly Ross, 26, a customer service man-
ager.

“Not only is your plane late,” she said iras-
cibly, “but I can never get through to that
person you have upstairs taking reserva-
tions."

Ross happened to have a little time. It was
about 8 o’clock at night.

“So, I said, ‘Come here, let me show you!
She guided the woman from the main floor of
the terminal to the offices upstairs, and
through the reservation center. “There were
maybe 200 to 300 people there answering the
phone. Non-stop, 20 hours a day." Ross says.
“She was very impressed. Not just with res-
ervations, but that I'd take her up there.

Rumor has it that the only time People
Express Airlines reservations can be

reached is at 6 a.m. when they open or a little
before 2 a.m. when they close. Otherwise the
lines are busy.

Prospective passengers assume that the
new airline isaone-man operation, or that the
phone company, in collusion with other air-
lines who are outraged by People’s cut-rate
fares, are sabotaging the phones.

But it's simply that reservation takers rou-
tinely handle 35,000 t0 40,000 calls a day. And,
according to the phone company, perhaps
more than twice that number of callers are
unable to get through.

People Express is one of a half dozen air-
lines spawned by deregulation. It beganoper-
ations in April, 1981 out of Newark
International Airport, with three Boeing 727s
and 200 employees. The line now has 21 jets

and 1,200 workers.

The airline industry operated with record
losses in excess of $600 million, in 1982. One
major airline has declured bankruptcy, and
others have merged to improve their chances
of survival, People was one of only a handful
that operaied at a profit in 1982. With fares
that are sometimes one half those charged by
other airlines, the phone stympede is not sur-
prising.

How do the People people do it? They cut
costs, flying passengers at 6.66¢ per seat
mile, the lowest in the industry. There are no
hot meals, no free snacks or drinks, and there
are no interlining agreements
(arrangements whereby one’s luggage is
shunted between different airlines enroute.)
Passengers are “encouraged” to bring only

almost any job — p g the jets excepted
— at one time or another. As Ross describes
herself matter-of-factly, “I'm just a customer
service manager — like everyone clse.”

She was an executive with a market
research company in New York before join-
ing People Express. A tall blonde, at any
other airline she might be called a flight
attendant. But she would not have wanted to
work for any other airline. She came to work
for People Express in May, 1981 when she
read about the management concepts of its
founder and president, Donald Burr:

Burr, a boyish 40, will quickly wax
philosophical when asked about the origins
of his company. His office is small, and like
therest of People’s exccutives, he has no staff
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or secretary. His window looks out
over the arm of the terminal where
most of the company's jets land.

As easily as most executives
might p into a of

' proms and losses, Burr will discuss

employee relations. Mention his
company's success, and he will tell
you, “a free democratic environ-
ment is the best way for each per-
son to prosper.”

His employees cal]l him
charismatic, though he demurs. A
Harvard Business School graduate,
he helped to rescue then-failing
Texas International Airlines, tak-
ing over in 1979 as president.

Having been moderately suc-
cessful at Texas International, he
says modestly, he had saved a com-
fortable amount of money. He gam-
bled it all on starting up People
Express.

“I took all my previous life’s
works, .all my savings, that was
about $300,000, and put it into Peo-
ple Express when it was at zero," he
says. “‘So, yeah, I bet my success up
to that time on it. A lot of people
asked me how I could do it. If you've
saved enough to retire, why risk
everything?”

Why? Well, Burr wanted to make
money. But he also had a point to
prove. He believed that people in a

(flight attendant).
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One must learn a new lingo to
function at People Express. First,
job titles. There is the president,
chairman and founder. That's Burr.
Six managing officers hold down
seatsatthetop. (Threeof thesixare
called founders, with the reveren-
tial awe reserved for those who
began what might become an outra-
geously successful enterprise.)
Seven general managers make up
the remaining hierarchy.

Pilotsare called flight managers.
Everyone who does virtually every-
thing else is called customer ser-
vice manager (CSM). And ai! seem
to do a little of what everyone else
does. Everyone in the company is

trained to function on many levels. |

CSM Joe Pursley likes to tell of
an incident at Washington's
National Airport, soon after People
Express opened there. National has
a 10 p.m. curfew. Because of bad
weather, there were three planes
circling above the airport, waiting
to come in. It was 9:25.

“We had to get all 300 people on
and off of three planes within 35
minutes,” he says. “So we were all
out there, doing everything. We

were guiding the planes in, in our *

uniforms, in the pouring rain.

“At other airlines, because of
unions, the employees can only do
certain things. No other airline is
wllllng to work that quickly,

supportive environment, without

.the hurden of a rigid, hierarchical

bureaucracy, would be happier and
more productive. People weren't
given the incentive to work to their
fullest capacity, he felt. The new
organization's focus would be on
developing the potential of its
employees.

“It seemed to me that people
wanted to work, but organizations
tended to stifle good behavicr,’
Burr says thoughtfully. “We needed
to create an environment where
entrepreneurial, creative behavior
would be encouraged.

“People Express is a business
entity that has tried tc adopt a free
democratic organization,” he says.
“‘Most businesses are autocratic.

“Solzhenitsyn said something
here." He picks up a slip of paper
from his desk, that he says someone
gave him that morning. ** 'The sal-
vation of mankind lies only in mak-

" ing everything the common

concern of all’ That's very similar
to the basic philosophy that's taking
hold here”

Concretely, . that mecans that
everyone. from Burr down, does
some of the thankless jobs. Off-
hindedly, Burr says that he took
.reservations last weekend. Bob
McAdoo, one of the managing offi-
cers, and chiel financlal officer,
tries o “just jump in, and try and
fit in" on one of the fMight tcams
cach week as a customer service

they're unionized. They
have no incentive. Another airline
would have sent [the planes back t¢
Newark]and said, ‘“Try again tomor-
row. (YY)

For a time some airlines seemed
to think that if they ignoréd People
Express, it would just go away. As
recently as three months ago, an
Eastern reservation agent claimed
that no other airline besides East-
ernand New York Air flew between
Washington and New York. But

General Manager Steven Schlac- .

hter, 31, says most other airlines
have .quit pretending that People
doesn't exist.

Eastern Airlines insists that it
has not lost any business to what the
traditional lines call the “upstart
airlines” created by deregulaticn.
Eastern admits that there is
another competitor in the market,
but says People is reaching a differ-
ent kind of traveler. The bus crowd.
The traveiers who never flew until
People Express offered a flight
from Newark to West Palm Beach
for $69 off-peak —less than it would
cost to drive.

*Have you been over there and
seen who's flying them? If you
come out, you'll sce a lot of bac-
kpackers.” says Paula Musto, public
rclations manager for Eastern Air-
hincs, with scarcely concealed dis-
dain.

*We fly new planes, with waiting
rooms,” she continues. “And we

Kenneth Owens Special lo The Washinglon Times
The people of People Express, termed an “upslart airline” by compemors include president and founder Donald
Burr, top left, general manager Steven Schlachtsr, left, and custom service manager Klmberly Ross.

offer servlceu. such as lnterlining
agreements. I think that low-cest,
‘upstart’ airlines, are going to be
with us. This happens with deregu-
lation” .

People testily defends the finan-
cial status of its customers. A
survey indicated that 60 perccnt of

S s had a
income of $50,000 or more.

The waiting room in Newark,
however, looks like it might be a bus
terminal. Thereare more than afew
businessmen in three piece suits.
They seem to blend with the stu-
dents, seriously eating grapefruit
sections and Oreos. Since People
Express customers are notorious
no-shows (not showing up to take
reserved seats), from 20 to 40
standbys get on many flights. With
that asbait, plus the low fares, there
is a characteristic aimospherc of
sometimes ru!icnl and sometimes
tenston-filled waiting in the
crowded room.

Near the little-used baggage
pickup s a tiny bar. A dark hole-in-

the-wall, it looks more like it might
be a watering hole in a small air-
field in Belize or Calcutta than one
of the.main airports that serves
New York City and northern New
Jersey.

The People terminal floor is
uncarpeted and plastic chairs are
riveted to the floor on either side of
the hallway, while in the multi-
million dollar terminals across the
airfield — sparkly structures with
glass from floor to ceiling — older,
more established and much more
expensiveairlines wait to see which
of them will be the next to die.

People, for all its simplicity and
cn-board ticketing, is bringing
more passengers through Newark
International Airport than any
other airline. It has hzlped to make
Newark one of the ten most-used
airporis in the United States.

The weekend jaunt to New York
from Washington, for instance, sud-
denly secmed more feasible when
People Express offered a $19 fare
during off-peak hours. Easternflies

the same route for $65, with a $45
shuttle during off-peak hours. Peo-
ple, however, has since raised its
off-peak fares to $23, $35 during

. peak.
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It has not been all smooth flying.
Employees still erupt into
incredulous laughter over the time
that they flew — by mistake — an
unscheduled flight from New York
to Washington’s Dulles Airport.
“Airlines just don't do things like
that,” they joke.

Or the time two women in Sara-
sota tried to board a dead man. It
was cheaper to fly him by People
Express and bury him in New York,
than to bury him in Florida.

Nor ‘does success always win
friends. Sharing the small Newark
terminal building with People is
World Airways. Until three weeks
ago, both companies were vying
before the Civil Aeronautics Board
(CAB) for the route from New York
to London. Peopie Express got the
route, which promises to be a boon
for travelers. Its flight to London
will probably cost $149, says gen-
eral manager Schlachter.

On the walls of Schlachter's
office is a copy of the ads of other
airlines. One is from World Air-
ways. “Fly Smart. World Airways."

“Fly Smart" has been the Pebple
Express catch phrase since it
began flying two years ago, and the
line is in the process of copy-
righting it. Schlachter says he had
informed World Airways of this
fact. World Airways apologized,
and then ran the ad again.

“This is nothing personal, but
they don't have a very good relation-
ship with the other airlines,” says a
World Airways employee who does
not want to be identified. “It's
because they're young and success-
ful, and they haven't taken any of
the hard knocks yet. They're doing
well, and the majority of the other
airlines are suffering at this point.
So they have a kind of uppity atti-
tude.”

As he stands at his World Air-
ways counter, people pour in
through the building's swinging
doors. Most of the passengers
immediately head for the metal
detectors that guard the entrance to
the People Express side of the ter-
minal. But a few appear confused
and drift over to his empty World
Airways counter. “Where's People
Express Airlines?” they ask. He
patiently explains that it's to their
left. Once when he was curt with a
People Express customer, the man
wrote a letter to his manager and
complained. He doesn't wear his
name tag anymore.

I spend most of my days answer-
ing questions about People
Express,' says the young man

. behind the World Airways counter

with quict gloom, “and sending
them around the corner. They don’t
have any ticket counters. There's
just a sign, and most people don't
seeit.

“At some point, it really gets to
you. You're right in the middle of a
check-in and someone will come up
and say, 'Where's People
Express?”* He looks longingly
toward the hubbub on theother side
of the terminal. “I'd like to have
some of that money."

CROSSWORD BY MARGARET FARRAR AND TRUDE JAFFE

ACROSS 43 lreland 11 One-sixteenth of
1 Flabbergasted personified apint
6 **—— House" 44 Pass quickly 12 Toreador's quarry
10 Smalt 48 French 13 Ex
salamanders

14 How Revere 47 Kind of

Impressionist

18 Celimsateral
Podplent 77§




