Q/As ON HHS CHANGES IN INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL POLICIES AND NIH TRAVEL WAIVER PROCESS

Note:  This guidance pertains only to international travel and is applicable to official travel sourced from either appropriated dollars or HHS-348 sponsored funds.
Q1) When do these changes in international travel policies go into effect? 

A1) These changes are effective immediately for the remainder of FY 2006, on a pilot basis; but do not apply to those trips that are less than 35 days from the trip start date and for which an entry to the Notification for Foreign Travel (NFT) system has already been made. For those trips, the previously existing HHS travel policies apply.  

Q2) To whom do these changes apply? 

A2) These changes apply to Temporary Duty (TDY) travel performed by all federal civilian employees, commissioned officers, invitational travelers, appointed IPAs, and others affiliated with NIH (i.e., Visiting Fellows, IRTAs, CRTAs, Special Volunteers, Guest Researchers, and detailed IPAs).
ANNUAL LEAVE RULES: 

Q3) What are the new annual leave requirements? 

A3) A traveler may be authorized annual leave not to exceed 6 days of annual leave in a given fiscal year.  However, no more than 2 days of leave can be authorized for any one international trip.  The 6 days of annual leave is limited to 3 official business trips per fiscal year.   
Q4) Are there any exceptions to the 2-day per trip annual leave rule or the 6-day per fiscal year annual leave rule? 

A4) Yes. If the IC Executive Officer (EO) believes exceptional circumstances exist, the EO may request a waiver - -not to exceed the duration of the official duty activity - - via the accompanying, newly-created International Travel Waiver Form (ITWF).
Q5) What is the ITWF? 

A5) The ITWF is a new form that must be used by the IC to request a waiver to the applicable pilot policies.  The EO, on behalf of the IC Director, would send the completed ITWF to the Office of Financial Management (OFM).  The OFM, acting on behalf of the Corporate Travel Management Committee (CTMC), will assure that the basic requirements for the waiver are documented and will then send the request to the CTMC for review and recommendation.  The CTMC will send its recommendation to the Director, NIH, for a decision on the waiver.  
Q6) If an employee has been authorized annual leave to take a vacation in a foreign country and has paid for the round trip airfare out-of-pocket -- but before departing for the vacation, is instructed to conduct official business at or near the vacation site - - can  annual leave in excess of the two-day rule be authorized?   Are there any official business expenses that can be reimbursed to the employee?

A6) If an employee, prior to departing on vacation, is requested to perform temporary duty travel at or near the vacation site, already approved annual leave may be taken.  In this scenario, the employee may be reimbursed only those costs attributable to performing the temporary duty assignment over and above what the employee would have incurred for personal reasons.  Example: An employee has planned a vacation in Paris, France and has made all of the necessary personal arrangements, including having made payment for the air travel to the vacation site, and leave has been approved.   Before leaving for vacation, the employee is instructed to attend a training session or appear at a meeting in that city.  In this case, any authorized ground transportation, registration fees, and/or training materials may be reimbursed by the NIH.   Reimbursement for common carrier transportation or per diem is NOT authorized.
Q7) Can a traveler avoid the annual leave limitations by paying for the round-trip airfare out-of-pocket for official duty travel?  
A7)  No.  In this scenario, the IC travel delegated official may not approve annual leave exceeding the 2 days per trip policy.  However, the IC, for exceptional circumstances, may request a waiver by completing the ITWF.
Q8) Can an employee avoid the “no annual leave rule” if a HHS-348 Nonfederal Source has offered to pay for the round-trip airfare and/or other related travel expenses?

A8) No.  However, if the IC has determined that exceptional circumstances exist, an ITWF may be properly completed and submitted for the NIH Director’s approval.  
Q9) Can an employee avoid the “no annual leave rule” in a scenario where a HHS-348 Nonfederal Source has offered to pay travel and related expenses for both an employee and his/her spouse, and the spouse has been properly approved to accompany the employee.” 

A9) No. In this scenario, an employee may not be authorized any annual leave.
Q10) Do weekends or holidays count towards the two-day annual leave rule in line with an international trip?

A10) No.  Weekends or holidays do not count towards the two-day annual leave rule, unless the traveler’s regular tour of duty includes a Saturday or Sunday, or holiday.
NOTE: All previous existing policy guidance for domestic/nonforeign TDY travel, with respect to annual leave rules, remains unchanged. This includes trips paid for with either appropriated dollars or by accepting payment either In Kind or In Cash from a nonfederal source, i.e., HHS-348 Sponsored Travel. 
PREMIUM-CLASS TRAVEL OTHER THAN FIRST CLASS ACCOMMODATIONS, i.e., Business Class: 

Q11) Can the IC approve business class travel for an employee, authorized to travel internationally, if only the FTR requirements - - but not the additional HHS policy criteria for such travel - - are met?  

A11) No.  However, the IC may request the NIH Director to waive the additional HHS policy criterion related to intervening domestic stops.
Q12) In line with Q and A NO. 11 above, if the scenario is such that the employee's role is one of simply attending a scientific conference and not required to have a prominent role at the conference (e.g., presenting a paper, giving a lecture, advising in an area of expertise, site visit, thesis committee, or other major role), can a waiver for use of Business Class accommodations be submitted? 

A12) No. It is NIH policy that a waiver for Business Class accommodations can be submitted to the Director, NIH through the CTMC, only when the employee is performing a prominent role at the conference/meeting as outlined above. 
 NOTE: All previous existing HHS policy guidance for Use of First-Class Accommodations remains unchanged. This applies to international, as well as domestic/non-foreign travel. 
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