Don’t forget to pack your common sense when traveling abroad

By Bridget Higginbotham

He looked like the quintessential pickpocket – sleazy, shifty and solitary.  In the bustling Parisian metro station, he slowly paced around with his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. 

Passengers boarded a crowded train and right as the doors began to close, the man stuck his hand in an American pocket to grab his wallet. The tourist felt it and after a short scuffle, managed to shove him off the metro. The doors closed and away it sped, leaving the would-be thief on the platform empty handed.

The Americans on the car all looked at each other, stunned. It all had happened so fast. Two girls from Nebraska celebrating their high school graduation looked at each other. They had just arrived in Europe and had scorned wearing a passport holder under their clothes. But now, with their faces flushes and eyes wide they gasped, “My mom was right.”  
Yes, your mother was right. All of those simple lessons she taught you about strangers and being safe still apply when traveling abroad – if not more than at home. 
Ged McAteer, 34, is a guide with American Institute for Foreign Studies, an organization that helps 50,000 students go abroad each year. He advises students going to Europe for the first time to be sensible, but not paranoid.
“Don’t watch and believe movies such as ‘Taken’ or ‘Hostel’,” McAteer said. “Basically, as long as you use your common sense you will have a great time. In any big city there are thieves – Miami, New York, etc. – just take whatever precautions you use there and bring them to Europe.” 

McAteer has been showing students around Europe since 2000 and says that as far as bad things happening, the most common is stolen belongings, and usually alcohol is involved. 
“People get drunk in bars, go dancing. ‘Someone’ is watching the stuff, when in fact, they’re not and a thief helps himself,” McAteer said. “Happens to every single group.”

He reminds women to watch their drinks – especially in Italy – so that no one slips drugs in. And in Rome, Barcelona and London, McAteer always sees students get pick pocketed.
Pick pocketing is likely to occur in crowded places or when you’re distracted. In these situations you wouldn’t think anything of someone bumping in to you or wouldn’t feel someone’s hand in your pocket. Rick Steves, travel expert, recommends carrying important items in a pouch under your clothes, called a money belt, to keep them safe. 
“With a money belt, all your essential documents are on you as securely and thoughtlessly as your underpants,” said Steves in his Web site’s article, ‘Outsmarting Thieves.’
Make extra copies of your passport and documents before traveling and keep the copies away from the original, encourages the U.S. Department of State’s Web site. 
While money pouches can reduce the chances of your money being taken unknowingly, only you can keep it from ending up in the hands of a trickster. 
Remember when your mother told you not to take candy from strangers? In Europe, it’s more like don’t take gifts from strangers.  Targeting tourists –especially Americans – people will come up and offer you something, claiming it’s a gift and only demand payment after you accept it.
When 31 year-old Andy Selepak, a University of Florida Ph.D. student, visited Rome in July 2005 with a friend, men dressed as gladiators outside of the Colosseum offered to take a picture with them. 
“I thought they worked for the place, like park rangers,” he said. 

But it turns out that after the camera snapped, they demanded money. 
By being on guard, Selepak avoided paying for roses men try to “gift” at places like the Spanish Steps and Trevi Fountain. 
Selepak encourages tourists to have fun while being aware of their surroundings and blending in so that they are less likely to be a target.
“ I think as Americans we can be very wrapped up in our own world and thoughts, like ‘Oh wow, look how cool that is,’ and then look up and stare at like the Eiffel Tower and not be paying attention to shady people around who are looking for those people not paying attention to take their stuff,” he said. “That’s when the danger comes in.”
Those who prey on tourists tend to work in teams, as Lauren Marks, a third-year public relations student learned in May while studying abroad in France. 

She was walking with two friends through Montmartre, the part of Paris known for artists and home of the Moulin Rouge. Passing by a shell game, they saw a man win 50 euros almost instantly. Thinking it was easy money, Marks put down 10 euros. She lost.

People around her were encouraging her to keep playing to win it back. Wrapped up in the moment, she did. Eventually, she lost 60 euros, or about $85, in total. 

In retrospect, she realizes the winner she saw was probably working with the dealer to draw people like Marks in, just like some of the spectators were there to egg her on while the dealer was cheating her by rigging the game.
“It looks like you’d be stupid not to play, but you’re actually stupid to play,” Marks said.
It was not Marks’ first time in Europe and she feels like she should have known better.
 “I don’t know why I did it. My mom would have killed me.”
For the U.S. Department of State’s international travel resources, go to http://travel.state.gov/
For more of Rick Steves’ advice on safe traveling, visit http://ricksteves.com/plan/tips/theft.htm. 
