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AAAbbbooouuuttt TTThhheee AAAuuuttthhhooorrr

Avril Harper has written extensively on living and working abroad, having produced a 
string of titles for Grant Dawson Travel and other publishers of travel and expatriate 
guides.  She was specially commissioned by the Ministry of Defence to produce a guide 
to working overseas for service men and women exiting the profession.

Here she shares with us the many openings for you to travel the world free of charge or 
at very little cost and even make money as you go.
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IIInnntttrrroooddduuuccctttiiiooonnn TTTooo AAAiiirrr CCCooouuurrriiieeerrr TTTrrraaavvveeelll

Air courier travel is one of the easiest ways to travel free  -  or at very low cost  - and 
there’s a growing need for couriers, meaning more chances for more people to travel to 
many more places than they ever thought possible.

Courier firms - those recruiting air couriers  -  deal in time-sensitive material, items that 
must be transported from one location to another, in the shortest possible time.  

Some courier companies operate on purely domestic routes, say between major towns 
and cities in the UK, and often use road couriers or domestic airlines involving little 
hassle and few delays.  

It’s a case of handing the package over to a delivery driver, or having a member of staff 
accompany a package on a short flight. There are few security hassles, few likely delays 
possible, and most items reach their destination in a couple of hours.

But items being transported between countries are an altogether different matter, mainly 
due to rules and regulations enforced at Customs at airports on route.

The reason firms use couriers to accompany items abroad centres around whether 
packages are classed as cargo or baggage.  

Cargo travels alone, overwhelmingly on ‘cargo only’ flights since the Twin Towers 
tragedy and it can take several days to pass through Customs to allow thorough checks 
of paperwork and package.  Cargo must arrive several hours ahead of flight time 
meaning even more delays for sender and recipient, and there’s no priority for cargo, 
unlike people, to gain access to a particular flight.  

Even worse, the sender’s package may be bundled with many more items into huge 
storage containers which must be full before travelling.  More delays, sometimes long 
ones.

The problem continues at destination, where cargo can again take hours to be inspected 
and cleared for collection.  

All totally unacceptable  -  and very unnecessary  - for firms dealing in urgent 
contracts, life-saving medicines, perishable goods. 

For delivery companies it’s not just a question of making sure time-sensitive items 
actually reach their intended destination, they also have to do so as quickly as possible, 
and ahead of rival companies. 

Courier travel is the solution.  Items classed as baggage, specifically ‘personal baggage’ 
arrive with the passenger, typically an hour or so before the flight, and generally pass 
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quickly through Customs at airports on route. Additionally, a passenger seat can be 
reserved on a specific flight at a definite time.  Now what might take days for cargo to 
reach it’s destination can take hours with a courier.

Very few firms have sufficient workload to warrant employing full-time staff couriers to 
accompany articles abroad, with all the hassles of employment law and contracts, not to 
mention full-time wages, holiday pay, sick pay to consider.  Hence the preference for 
most companies to use freelance and standby couriers.  And also the point at which you 
now come into the picture.

/LIH�,V�*HWWLQJ�)DVWHU�'D\�%\�'D\�

7KH�µ,�:DQW�,W�1RZ�¶�SKLORVRSK\�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�WRGD\¶V�VRFLHW\��KDV�VHHQ�D�JURZWK�LQ�SHRSOH�UHTXLUHG�WR�DFFRPSDQ\�WLPH�VHQVLWLYH�LWHPV�EHWZHHQFRXQWULHV���
,WHPV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�FRXULHU�DUH�FODVVHG�DV�µ%DJJDJH¶�DQG�IORZ�TXLFNO\�WKURXJK�&XVWRPV�

8QDFFRPSDQLHG�LWHPV��FODVVHG�DV�µ&DUJR¶��WDNH�ORQJHU�WR�SURFHVV��DQG�LV�LQDSSURSULDWH�IRU�XUJHQW�LWHPV�VXFK�DV�PHGLFLQHV��FRQWUDFWV��SHULVKDEOH�JRRGV�
6R�FRXULHUV�DUH�KLUHG�WR�WUDQVSRUW�WLPH�VHQVLWLYH�PDWHULDOV�DV�SDUW�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�SHUVRQDO��µEDJJDJH¶��PHDQLQJ�IDVW�GHOLYHU\��DQG�D�QLFH�UHZDUG�IRU�FRXULHUV�LQ�WKH�VKDSH�RI�JUHDWO\�UHGXFHG�DLU�IDUHV�RU�HYHQ�IUHH�SDVVDJH�
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WWWhhhaaattt YYYooouuu WWWiiillllll BBBeee DDDoooiiinnnggg

Items you might be asked to accompany abroad include: letters, photographs, legal 
papers, business proposals, contracts, computer disks, reports, product prototypes.  

But it isn’t just big companies that require your help.  

You might also get to accompany urgent deliveries overseas, such as perishable gifts, 
animals, children, medicines left behind by travellers, culinary delicacies for smart 
international restaurants, and other time-sensitive items that must reach their 
destinations safely, and on time!

The courier is not usually required to physically collect or accompany the package or 
even liaise directly between sender and intended recipient.  Usually, all the courier does 
is remain responsible for the package between airports. 

That ‘responsibility’ rarely involves carrying the package.  In fact you might never get 
to see what you are accompanying, but that item will be listed as your personal baggage, 
and that’s why it travels speedily through Customs throughout the journey.

Typically you turn up at the airport of departure at a pre-appointed time, where you are 
met by representatives of the courier company who hand over your ticket and process 
you and the package through Customs.  On board plane you may carry the package or it 
may travel separately in some secure place.

At the destination airport company representatives will again process you and their 
package through Customs and give you your return ticket once your role is complete.

8QGHU�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DZ�DOO�EDJJDJH�RQ�FRPPHUFLDO�IOLJKWV�PXVW�EH�FKHFNHG�LQ�DQG�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�D�SDVVHQJHU���7KLV�UXOLQJ�KDV�DOO�WKH�PRUH�SRLJQDQF\�VLQFH�WKH�WUDJLF HYHQWV�RI�6HSWHPEHU���WK�
WWWhhhooo CCCaaannn BBBeeecccooommmeee AAAnnn AAAiiirrr CCCooouuurrriiieeerrr???

Air courier travel is a bargain hunter’s dream and appeals to budget travellers from all 
walks of life: students, business men and women, retired individuals and couples, 
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families, freelancers, writers, international traders, not forgetting holiday makers and 
people who just love to travel!

No special qualifications or knowledge is needed, but it helps to be flexible, especially if 
you hope to gain the highest award of all.  REGULAR FREE TRAVEL – and that 
normally means being ready packed and able to travel at a moment’s notice if an 
unexpected need arises or another courier falls otherwise absent or ill.

Anyone over 18, a passport holder, in good health, can become a courier.  Nationality is 
usually unimportant, and one does not need to be of the same nationality as the airline 
used.   Retired people are preferred by many companies as being more reliable and 
professional, and having more time to travel, than their younger counterparts.

HHHooowww DDDooo III GGGeeettt SSStttaaarrrttteeeddd???

The application procedure is simple and there are many ways to find ‘work’ as a courier.  
The easiest is to contact courier companies or associations provided later or others listed 
in Yellow Pages and other listings on and off the Internet.  

A variety of membership groups exist for couriers, both on and off the Internet, with 
most offering updated information about opportunities, prices, application procedures, 
and so on.  

You could find this information yourself, by surfing the Internet, or making constant 
telephone calls to courier companies, but you’ll find that very time-consuming, costly, 
frustrating and not quite so easy or effective as becoming a member of a specialist 
group.   

It doesn’t cost much to join these groups, typically from fifteen to fifty pounds a year in 
the UK, or up to fifty dollars or so for an international group.  

You’ll also access opportunities via Internet discussion groups and forums, where like-
minded individuals, keen to fly without high cost, pass information and advice for others 
to benefit.  

Additionally, newsletters are available by snail mail and online to highlight current 
opportunities for paying subscribers.  A number of Internet sites and other contacts are 
provided later.

If you prefer the DIY route, first contact international delivery companies close to your 
own local airports.  Write or phone, fax or email, explain your intentions and ask for 
your details to be placed on file pending future assignments.
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TTThhheee AAAppppppllliiicccaaatttiiiooonnn PPPrrroooccceeessssss

You may have to apply by letter, telephone, fax or email, sometimes in person.  
Increasingly, companies request applications online.

Spend time completing as many such forms as possible, for companies you’d like to 
work with, visiting places you want to go.  

Be select, don’t apply to hundreds of different companies, or you’ll just get confused, 
and possibly become very unreliable, too, once you begin receiving offers from all and 
sundry.

Abide by rules laid down by courier companies and they’ll thank you for it and might 
offer regular assignments.  

When you apply make known your preferences for destination and timing but try to be 
flexible.

WWWhhhaaattt HHHaaappppppeeennnsss NNNeeexxxttt???

Some companies fly to just one destination; others to several; many cover most major 
international towns and cities.  Restrict yourself to one courier firm and you limit the 
number of places you visit; work for several companies and you could travel far and 
wide.  

Most firms will keep your information on file and will inform you of openings, 
sometimes without notice, and what fare (if any) you have to pay.  

You may be sent a list of destinations, prices, schedules and the company’s likely future 
needs.  You will normally be asked to sign and return a contract provided by the 
company which basically outlines your responsibilities and duties during your 
assignment.

When a flight becomes available you'll be notified (by post, telephone, fax, email), and 
asked to confirm your availability for a particular flight at a specific time.  It isn’t 
unusual to be offered ‘work’ just a few days after initial contact with a courier firm, 
especially for destinations that don’t require visas.  

IIIsss IIIttt LLLeeegggaaalll???

Absolutely, but as always you must be careful, take precautions, deal only with 
reputable, reliable, preferably long-established courier companies.  Forget thoughts of 
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spies carrying guns and weapons abroad, but pay heed to tragic tales of individuals 
being conned into carrying illegal drugs and stolen goods, realise these things do 
happen.  But rarely to the careful courier!

The best companies provide couriers with a list of contents of packages being 
accompanied and some also provide plastic identity cards as proof of your status.

Problems for couriers are few and relatively minor, the most common being limited 
room for your luggage after the company's baggage is boarded.

What other potential problems might confront the courier?  Imprisonment - or worse -
for carrying illegal drugs, might be the first problem that springs to mind for more 
sceptical readers, but it’s a very unlikely scenario for high profile companies with 
reputations to keep and rigid pre-flight baggage screening routines.

All airlines carry out extensive checks of packages for drugs, weapons, bombs, and 
other of life’s more unfortunate paraphernalia.  If this isn’t sufficient to allay your fears, 
then remember that you have a contract stating that you are just a courier.  Keep that 
with you at all times.

The chance of losing a package is quite remote and also outside your control and 
contract.  In many cases, you won’t see the package you are accompanying and you will 
rarely carry it physically, so loss of whatever kind will not be your responsibility.  

However, there may be occasions where you are required to carry a package and be 
charged with its safety at all times, in which case you may be responsible for loss or 
damage to that item.   Read your contract and check your duties thoroughly before 
agreeing to any assignment.  Weigh up the pros and cons before signing on the dotted 
line!

HHHooowww MMMuuuccchhh WWWiiillllll IIIttt CCCooosssttt???

Until very recently all couriers travelled free.  Today, although there are still some 
opportunities for free and very low cost flights, courier travel has become more 
competitive and discounts not quite so extravagant.

However, even cheap flights from discount agencies and so-called bucket shops rarely 
compare with the high discounts offered by most major courier companies or the fact 
that travel is normally first class travel with a firm booking.  

Exactly when you travel can have a significant effect on the price you pay for your seat 
or if you get to travel free.  Fare is invariably higher for bookings made well in advance 
of the flight than for last minute or emergency flights.  

So, if you can travel at short, or no notice, do so; you’ll probably travel free.  A flight 
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that might cost £150 if booked well in advance, might cost £15 - sometimes nothing - to 
a standby courier.  
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HHHooowww LLLooonnnggg CCCaaannn III SSStttaaayyy AAAttt MMMyyy DDDeeessstttiiinnnaaatttiiiooonnn???

Just how long you will be allowed to remain abroad is a matter for you and the company 
to decide in advance and always forms part of your contract.  Departure and arrival 
dates and times are agreed prior to the flight and might only be changed in exceptional 
circumstances.  

So if the contract says you arrive in Paris at 1pm and depart thirty minutes later, that’s 
exactly what you must do.  

You’re unlikely to get more than a free lunch from that experience but thankfully few 
courier companies operate such tight schedules.  Your job is to be flexible yourself and 
find a company willing to match the gesture.  

WWWhhhaaattt IIIfff III CCCaaannn’’’ttt FFFuuulllfffiiilll MMMyyy OOObbbllliiigggaaatttiiiooonnnsss???

None of us is perfect, and there will be times when family or personal problems mean 
you have to cancel your flight, just as ill health and unexpected emergencies might 
prevent you from travelling.  In such cases, your contract will normally provide for a 
charge to be levied against you for cancelling your flight, the actual amount depending 
on notice given to the company.  If you cancel at the last moment you will probably 
forfeit the entire cost of your flight.

For obvious reasons, the would-be ‘professional’ or full-time courier should try never to 
cancel a flight and only for the most urgent of reasons.

DDDooo III NNNeeeeeeddd TTTrrraaavvveeelll IIInnnsssuuurrraaannnccceee???

All travellers should have insurance against loss or damage to possessions and illness or 
injury to themselves.  

Sometimes insurance will be offered or provided by the hiring company, sometimes not. 

If the company provides insurance, on rare occasions it will be free of charge, but 
usually a reduce rate will apply to couriers.

Make sure you are covered even if this reduces an already limited budget.  The 
alternative can be very risky and potentially life-threatening not to mention very 
expensive if you are taken seriously ill overseas or your expensive belongings are stolen 
or lost.
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AAArrreee TTThhheeerrreee AAAnnnyyy DDDrrraaawwwbbbaaaccckkksss???

Potentially the biggest drawback is that sometimes you will be restricted to hand 
baggage only on your journey, since the courier company’s packages are effectively 
using what would otherwise be your space as passenger.

Sometimes you will be allowed to use some part of hold storage space where your 
baggage will be included alongside the courier company’s items.  If not a hold-all or 
sports bag should carry enough clothing and personal items to provide for most short 
stays abroad.  

Couriers, normally, are expected to travel alone, so holidays with family and friends 
might seem out of the question where you travel as courier.    

But it might be possible to book a cheap flight for others on the same aircraft or have 
them take another flight with plans to meet you at the other end.  Check this with the 
courier company (in case it compromises your contract) and make early plans for others 
to travel before accepting your assignment.

TTTiiipppsss FFFooorrr PPPrrrooossspppeeeccctttiiivvveee CCCooouuurrriiieeerrrsss

• Make yourself indispensable to courier companies by giving first class service, 
honouring your obligations, looking smart, and being available for virtually all 
destinations and willing to fly at any time at little or no notice.   Many of the more 
successful and prolific couriers say they owe their achievements to writing letters of 
thanks to the courier firm when the trip ends.  Okay, so you did them a favour by 
accompanying their package, but don’t forget that both parties provided a service for 
one another, and both gained something.  ‘Thanks’ is a word that might be entirely 
appropriate, and might bring you quickly to mind when someone is next needed on 
an urgent assignment to some distant, exotic location.

• Apply to numerous companies, particularly near your own local airports, where 
you’ll receive priority over couriers from further afield.  Contact companies 
regularly enquiring about vacancies, without making a nuisance of yourself.  
Constant telephone calls will win you no favours with busy courier companies but a 
regular polite enquiry letter might keep your application at the top of the pile!

• Try not to show the low cost - or free - air ticket is your only interest.   Even if it is!  
Make sure the company sees you as a responsible, caring individual, not a freeloader 
caring little about anyone or anything but themselves!

• Try not to cancel a flight unless you have no other option.  Reliability is what brings 
you speedily to mind when the company next needs a courier.  
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• Dress casually but smart and remember you are representing the courier company.  
Be diligent and responsible and you’ll enjoy regular assignments.

UUUssseeefffuuulll IIInnnfffooorrrmmmaaatttiiiooonnn

Helpful Organisations

7KH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ�RI�$LU�7UDYHO�&RXULHUV��,$$7&��LV�WKH�ROGHVW�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�RI�LWV�NLQG�DQG�ZDV�IRXQGHG�E\�D�IRUPHU�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�'LSORPDWLF�&RXULHU���7KH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RSHUDWHV�IRU�PHPEHU�FRXULHUV�DQG�SURYLGHV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�GDLO\�RI�QHZ�DQG�XUJHQW�RSSRUWXQLWLHV���0HPEHUV�FDQ�DFFHVV�H[FOXVLYH�XSGDWHV�ZKLFK�DUH�SRVWHG�WZLFH�GDLO\�RQ WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V�ZHE�VLWH���/HDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�IURP�LWV�ZHE�VLWH�DW��ZZZ�FRXULHU�RUJ
7KH�8.�EUDQFK�RI�WKH�,$$7& LV�EDVHG�DW��7KH�2OG�&RWWDJH��%RXJKVSULQJ�/DQH��7LGHQKDP��&KHSVWRZ��13����-/�:HE�VLWH��ZZZ�DLUFRXULHU�FR�XN
7KH�$LU�&RXULHU�$VVRFLDWLRQ IRXQGHG�LQ�������DQG�EDVHG�LQ�&RORUDGR��LV�DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�IRUXP�RIIHULQJ�XSGDWHV��DGYLFH�DQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IRU�PHPEHUV���&RXULHUV�FDQ�DFFHVV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�QHZ�RSHQLQJV�PXFK�IDVWHU�WKDQ�VHHNLQJ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WKHPVHOYHV���)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�JR�WR�WKH�ILUP¶V�VLWH�DW��ZZZ�DLUFRXULHU�RUJ
$LU�&RXULHU�,QWHUQDWLRQDO LV�D�PDMRU�VSHFLDOLVW�FRXULHU�FRPSDQ\�ZLWK�RIILFHV�LQ�PRVW�PDMRU�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FLWLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�/RQGRQ���9LVLW�WKHLU�8.�VLWH�DW��ZZZ�DLUFRXULHUXN�FRP8VHIXO�/LVWLQJV
)RU�D�ORQJ�OLVW�RI�FRXULHU�FRPSDQLHV�RSHUDWLQJ�IURP�WKH�8.��VRPH�DOVR�ZLWK EDVHV�RYHUVHDV��YLVLW�ZZZ�DLFHV�RUJ/HDGLQJ�&RXULHU�&RPSDQLHV�
/HDGLQJ�FRXULHU�FRPSDQLHV�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�8.�FDQ�EH�ORFDWHG�YLD�WKHLU�ZHE�VLWHV�
$LUERUQH�([SUHVV�/WG� ZZZ�DLUERUQH�FRP$P:RUOG�&RXULHUV��8.��/WG� ZZZ�DPZRUOG�FR�XN$7&�$LU�([SUHVV�/WG� ZZZ�DWFDLU�FR�XN

http://www.atcair.co.uk/
http://www.amworld.co.uk/
http://www.airborne.com/
http://www.aices.org/
http://www.aircourieruk.com/
http://www.aircourier.org/
http://www.aircourier.co.uk/
http://www.courier.org/
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Recommended Reading

The Courier Air Travel Handbook by Mark I. Field available from www.amazon.com

http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.worldcourier.com/
http://www.transfer2000.co.uk/
http://www.tnt.com/
http://www.sprintexpress.co.uk/
http://www.ibcinc.com/
http://www.interlinkexpress.com/
http://www.dhl.com/
http://www.deltec-international.com/
http://www.crossflight.co.uk/
http://www.britishmidland.com/
http://www.balkantransport.co.uk/

