From: Papier, Joel (NIH/OD) [E] 
Sent: Friday, February 15, 2008 7:59 AM
To: List ICTRAVELPOC-L
Subject: OFM Transmittal NO. 320 - Requirement to Purchase the Lowest Costing Contract Airfares Available
Importance: High

Good morning All,

Recently, this office learned that NIH travelers have been purchasing higher costing contract carrier airfares for the sole reason that the flights were non-stop, when a lower costing contract carrier airfare w/ connecting point, was available.   As a result, this office would like to take this opportunity to reiterate existing regulations and corresponding policy, as they pertain to the incurrence of transportation and travel expenses.

The Federal Travel Regulation 301-2.3 provides, 

§301-2.3  What standard of care must I use in incurring travel expenses? 

You must exercise the same care in incurring expenses that a prudent person would exercise if traveling on personal business. 

Corresponding HHS policy (Chapter 4-00-20) states, “The HHS travel authorizing official is responsible for determining the method(s) of transportation most advantageous to the Government, when cost, timing, and other factors are considered.”  It’s understood that if one scheduled contract flight that has a connecting point costs considerably less than another scheduled contract flight that is non-stop, and that both flights will arrive at the employee’s official business destination such that the employee will be afforded ample time to prepare for his/her upcoming meeting, then the lowest costing contract airfare must be purchased.  

In addition, the HHS Travel Management Business Rules w/ OMEGA state, to paraphrase, All HHS travelers traveling on official government business must use GSA contract carriers (discounted government fares if available).  In this regard, in an area such as Washington D.C. that has 3 co-located airports, there could be a significant variance in the costs of the contract carrier and discounted government airfares based on the airport location.  OMEGA agents have the responsibility to offer the traveler the lowest costing contract carrier airfare or discounted government airfare.  Especially in cases where an IC is sending a large number of attendees to a meeting, it is imperative that the Travel Planner, Administrative Officer, or other Travel Delegated Official contacts OMEGA and inquires about the airfare costs at each of the D.C. area co-located airports.  In these instances, if the varying flight schedules are such that lost scientific productivity or major inconvenience becomes a distinct reality, certainly factors such as logistics and lost time can be considered.  But generally speaking, costs should be the overriding factor when determining the most advantageous method of transportation, especially in these times of restricted administrative budgets.  In each case, the aforementioned travel administrative official needs to e.g., examine why the traveler cannot possibly leave from a certain area airport, why the traveler insists upon taking a non-stop contract carrier flight, how much time might be lost, and additional miscellaneous costs, e.g., taxi costs to travel to a different area airport.  And in each case, the administrative official has the responsibility to weigh all of these variables and make a recommendation that will focus on the “prudent person” rule and the costs involved.  As per FTR 301-10.6 and the above policy guidance, if an IC official makes a determination that the traveler disregards, thereby traveling by an unauthorized method of transportation, the traveler will be held liable for any additional costs incurred.  

In this regard, OMEGA is going to provide the ORS (and OFM) with what is termed a “Fare Refusal Report”.  The report will allow management to compare the lowest costing contract carrier airfare available for the 3 co-located airports vs. the cost of the contract carrier airfare purchased. The report will be generated approximately two weeks prior to the trip departure date and will reflect data for any trip location where 10 or more ticket reservations have been entered into the Global Distribution System (airline reservation system).  OMEGA will use the NIH Largely Attended Events listing to gauge when some of the trips are scheduled to occur.  ORS, in turn, will send the report out to a designated IC contact person who will distribute the report accordingly w/in their respective communities.  The IC administrative officials will then be responsible for examining the report, determining potential savings, and if applicable, notifying the IC Executive Officer of his/her recommendation to have a traveler change his/her original ticket.  Saving e.g., $600 on the cost of a ticket far outweighs the cost of an additional service fee of between approximately $24 and $30 when several tickets are involved. The ORS and OFM plan to closely monitor airfare costs associated w/ largely attended events for compliance with the corresponding regulations and policies.  OMEGA has indicated that they hope to have the first report available by some time in mid-March.

To offer an example of trip savings that can occur in line w/ the above practice, the AACR is holding its annual conference in San Diego, CA this coming April.  Approximately 300 persons are expected to attend.  OMEGA has provided the following flight information:

Wash.-Dulles to San Diego:  Contract carrier – United: $1,029 round trip – all flights are non-stop.

Wash. – Reagan to San Diego: Contract carrier – United: $510.00 round trip – connecting point.

BWI – San Diego: Contract carrier – United: $438.00 round trip – connecting point.

You will note that leaving out of BWI vs. Dulles will save the government $591.00 per ticket.  For argument sakes, if half of the attendees or 150 are authorized the higher costing non-stop flight out of Dulles, the government would potentially lose $88,650 on this one trip.  That is money that can be applied to other travel, scientific equipment, computers, etc.

Please make wide distribution of this guidance to all Travel Administrative Officials.

Thanks,

Joel  

