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Frequent Flyer Programs 


Updated by 2nd Lt Karunesh Khanna, August 2002

AUTHORITY: FY2002 DoD Authorization Act (Public Law 107-107, Section 116) (28 December 2001); 5 C.F.R. Part 2635, Standards of Ethical Conduct for Employees of the Executive Branch, Subpart D, Conflicting Financial Interests; Joint Federal Travel Regulation (JFTR), Volume I (uniformed members) and Joint Travel Regulation (JTR) Volume II (civilian employees) (revised 31 December 2001); 64 Fed. Reg. 3054, GAO Final Rule re: Mandatory Use of the Travel Charge Card (19 Jan 00); TJAG Policy Letter 8, Frequent Flyer Programs (4 Feb 98); OpJAGAF 1993/51, Use of Airline Frequent Flyer Miles (14 May 93); OpJAGAF 1993/75, Use of Government Accrued Frequent Flyer Miles (29 Jul 93); 5 U.S.C. 5701.

INTRODUCTION

Ethics regulations permit federal employees, including military members and their families, who receive a promotional item as a result of traveling at government expense to keep the item for personal use under certain conditions. 

THE RULES 

The following rules outline the policy regarding Air Force and Guard personnel who participate in frequent flyer programs (FFPs) sponsored by commercial airline carriers. These rules are applicable to Guard members and employees enrolled in FFPs who accumulate “bonus” mileage and other benefits while performing official government travel: 

1. Federal employees and military members, and their families, who receive a promotional item as a result of traveling at government expense, or while traveling on official duty at the expense of a non-Federal entity under 31 U.S.C. 1353, are permitted to keep the item for personal use if the item: (1) is available to the public under the same terms; and (2) can be accepted at no additional cost to the government.    

2. A bonus or discount ticket received by a member or employee as a result of trips paid by appropriated funds while on official travel is the property of the member or employee. 

3. Access to VIP lounges or free food or drink offered to individuals due to their status as a member of FFPs or given to all passengers, may be accepted.  In addition, “on-the-spot” upgrades may also be accepted provided they are not offered because of one’s official position.

4. Members and employees must travel by coach class, unless other accommodations are approved in advance of air travel in accordance with applicable travel regulations. Mileage credits accumulated while traveling on official business may be used to upgrade to first class, as long as there is no additional charge to the government and the upgrade is offered to the employee on the same terms as a member of the public. This means that while employees and members must generally perform official travel by using coach class accommodations, employees my upgrade transportation services at their own expense, which includes the use of personal frequent traveler mileage or upgrade benefits.  The restriction on first class travel at government expense remains unchanged (see FTR 301-10.123 and JFTR U3125 for additional guidance).  Air Force personnel may not wear their military uniforms when using frequent flyer miles to upgrade to business or first class. [Note: The law specifically permits the retention of travel benefits accrued while performing official travel funded by a non-Federal source under 31 U.S.C. 1353. However, the JFTR and JTR implementing regulations do not apply to situations where official travel is funded under 31 U.S.C. 1353. Instead, the guidance directs travelers to seek guidance form the “funding authority.”  DoD officials take the position that DoD regulations do not preclude the personal use of travel benefits earned while performing official travel funded by a non-Federal source under 31 U.S.C. 1353 if the donor-sponsor does not object.]  

THE INVOLUNTARY BUMP RULE

5. If a member or employee on official business is involuntarily “bumped,” delayed, or otherwise inconvenienced by the airline from a scheduled flight and accepts money, complimentary tickets, or lodging certificates from the airline, whether or not the government incurs additional subsistence expense or the traveler reports for duty at the same time as originally intended, the traveler must turn in such items received with the TDY travel voucher, and the Government pays for any additional per diem associated with the delay; and 

7. Lodging certificates provided by hotels that overbook also belong to the government. 

8. Members and employees on official business who voluntarily relinquish a seat and accept payment from an airline may keep the payment, but may not seek additional reimbursement from the government for expenses incurred by the resulting delay (i.e., per diem, lodging, miscellaneous expenses). 

PART PERSONAL, PART “OFFICIAL” – PRIOR TO 28 DECEMBER 2001 

9. In those instances, prior to 28 December 2001 when the ethics rules changed to permit members to keep bonus miles, and where FFP participants may have unintentionally “commingled” personally earned mileage with official business travel mileage, the participants now may use the mileage for personal use, as long as that portion of the mileage earned on official government business was earned when it was available to the public under the same terms and was accepted at no additional cost to the government.

10. Official travelers are required to use the government travel card to cover official expenses. Thus, a traveler who has a personal credit card that would generate more desirable travel benefits in conjunction with an official trip cannot use that personal credit card in lieu of the government travel card

KWIK-NOTE: ANG members may personally benefit from mileage accrued in a Frequent Flyer Program because of official travel.  However, supervisors must exercise care to ensure the travel system is not abused. Travel-approving authorities are encouraged to ensure that government expenses are not inflated in an attempt to maximum frequent flier benefits. 
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