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AUTHORITY:  Public Law 105-264, Travel and Transportation Act of 1998; DoD 7000.14-R, Financial Management Regulation, Volume 9, Chapter 3, & Appendix A (September 2000); SAF Policy Letter, Mandatory Travel Card Policy, 17 April 2000, and attachments; TJAG Special Subject Letter 2002-01: Providing Legal Assistance in Bank of America Travel Card Debt Cases; TJAG Policy Letter Number 18, 4 February 1998, paragraph 2c. 

BACKGROUND

Over ten years ago, the United States government and, as a result, the Department of Defense, began authorizing the use of a government credit card for official travel-related expenses.  AFI 65-104, no longer in effect, was a punitive instruction that concerned the use of the American Express card for travel purposes.  If members misused the card, i.e. used it for non-travel expenses, used it while not in a travel status, or did not pay their bills when they became due, the member was subject to punishment for violating the AFI.  In 1998, the “Travel and Transportation Reform Act of 1998” (TTRA), went into effect mandating the use of the GTC for all costs incident to official government travel.   With the change to Visa/Bank of America, personnel should either be punished for “dereliction of duty” or for violating local wing, MAJCOM, or commander’s directives if in place, and no longer punished for violating AFI 65-104.  

Additional information can be found on the Secretary of the Air Force for Financial Management Website (http://www.saffm.hq.af.mil), which contains a section on the government travel card.  There you can link to the public laws, the DOD policy memorandums, Chapter 3, Vol. 9, of the Financial Management Regulation, and various briefings.  

Policy guidance issued on June 14, 2001 by the Under Secretary of Defense/Comptroller requires that DoD components will ensure that inprocessing and outprocessing procedures of personnel will include addressing travel card issues, including a requirement that personnel will have to inprocess and outprocess through their unit level agency program coordinator.

MANDATORY USE

According to SAF Policy Letter, Mandatory Travel Card Policy, 17 April 2000, and attachments, mandatory use of the card for travel-related expenses is required for all members on active duty.  In addition, the mandatory use of the card is required for guard members when in a Title 10 status.   However, the law and regulations do not address issues of discipline when the card is not used for mandatory purposes. Thus, disciplinary policies and action are at the discretion of the commander.  

Travelers must use the card for transportation (i.e., airline tickets), lodging and rental cars.  All airline tickets must be purchased through the Contracted Travel Office (CTO) with a centralized unit GTC or with a member’s individual card.  However, if a member does not use the card, he or she is still authorized reimbursement because a change to Chapter 3, Vol. 9, of the Financial Management Regulation prohibits withholding reimbursement.  Nevertheless, it would be appropriate to establish guidelines within a wing policy as to how a member can be administratively disciplined for failure to use the GTC for mandatory expenses.

Items such as parking, dry cleaning, meals and incidentals, local transportation or taxi fares, telephone calls (local and long distance), tips, and any expense at a vendor that does not accept the travel card can be purchased as the traveler chooses.  Therefore, it is up to the traveler whether to use the card for other travel related expenses such as cab fees and dry cleaning.

A commonly asked question is whether cash, whether or not obtained through use of the travel card, may be used in lieu of the card itself for rental cars, hotel bills, and airline tickets. The answer is no. The law requires use of the card itself, not cash. The travel card can be used to obtain cash from ATMs to satisfy any cash requirement as stated above. However, there are charging limits on both “expenses” and cash withdrawals -- any questions can be answered by your APC.  Also remember that obtaining cash is expensive because the bank charges fees for each cash withdrawal based upon the amount withdrawn.  In addition, the card offers safety and allows members the option of viewing their TDY expenses on-line while completing their voucher.  

ELECTRONIC ACCOUNT GOVERNMENT LEDGER SYSTEM (EAGLS)

Agency Program Coordinators (APC) are responsible for program execution and management and are to monitor delinquencies.   Each base and unit should have an APC and an alternate appointed by the Commander and registered with the bank.

EAGLS provides each unit APC the ability to view cardholder’s accounts, update credit and cash withdrawal limits, and maintain addresses and generic information pertinent to the cardholder online.

APCs can pull various reports using EAGLS such as delinquency reports, cardholder listings and individual cardholder statements on a monthly basis.  The Air Force reporting cycle ends on the 3rd of each month---reports using EAGLS can be run after that point.  This allows the APC, cardholders and commanders immediate access to relevant information, helping to resolve existing problems and alleviating potential problems before they occur.

The review of monthly reports helps commanders ensure that abuse is stopped before it “gets out of hand”  (e.g., the airman who uses his card to rent a car when such is not authorized on his orders, or the member who is using her card to pay furniture payments at a local furniture store).   Abuse can be stopped immediately and the military member encouraged to immediately pay the full amount of the debt before it is beyond their financial capability to do so. Members can also go to their APC and receive an ID and password that will allow them to view their account on-line using EAGLS.  This is especially helpful for long TDYs—because the member is expected to pay their card by filing interim travel vouchers.

It is important to note that BofA cannot disclose information to employers about the credit history of the military member, only about the status of the card charges.   However BofA can give a recommendation to the APC about whether the member should be allowed a “restricted card” (one that has a limited credit amount and is turned on and off for travel by the APC), or a standard card.  If a person refuses a credit check, which is their right, they will be issued a restricted card.  An APC can override the BofA recommendation and have a standard card issued.   APCs can raise or lower limits on a card by calling the bank.  APCs can also turn on/off cards using a touch-tone phone without talking to anyone at the bank.

SPLIT DISBURSEMENTS

Military members are highly encouraged to elect the split disbursement feature on the voucher. This will allow the traveler’s payment to be automatically split between what is owed the bank with any remaining funds sent to the traveler’s checking account.  This handy method allows DFAS to send the amount specified, via Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT), thus saving the traveler the time and trouble of paying the bank.

Although some units may have developed policies that “require” split disbursements before processing a member’s travel voucher, the “Air Force Policy for TTRA,” which is attached to the 17 April 2000 letter by the Secretary of the Air Force concerning the mandatory travel card policy, states as follows:

“As a result of legal and policy considerations mandatory split disbursement is not appropriate, but commanders should take steps to explain and strongly encourage its use.” 

Apparently the argument is that the government does not have the right to mandate split disbursement because travel pay is an “entitlement.”  Others have argued that if the government has the authority to mandate the use of the card, the government has the right to ensure that the card is paid by appropriate means.   Be aware that policy guidance prohibits mandating split disbursement.

Interestingly, the most recent contract modification (Modification P00008-dtd 4/11/01) to the contract with BofA (MDA210-98-F-0031), also imposes a new “Default Split Disbursement.”  It is presumed that this will mean that the finance office will be allowed to pay all charges incurred for a particular travel voucher if the member leaves “Block One” on the travel voucher blank.  In other words, if the member fills in an amount or puts “zero,” those directions will be followed.  If the amount is blank, the finance office can and will pay any debts incurred on the member’s GTC.  Policy guidance issued on June 14, 2001 by the Under Secretary of Defense/Comptroller indicates that only that portion of the travel settlement related to transportation, lodging and rental cars will be forwarded to the travel card contractor and the remainder of the entitlement will be forwarded to the member.  Finance offices may want to take an active role in this process, because some members may pay the card debt, thereafter expecting reimbursement on their travel pay.  Of course, members can seek reimbursement from BofA for any amounts overpaid on the card.

It is important to note that new procedures are forthcoming that allow payroll offset by the government on behalf of BofA, pursuant to this same contract modification.  (Payroll offset has always been an authorized collection act by the bank in the public law referenced above.)  Policy guidance issued on June 14, 2001 by the Under Secretary of Defense/Comptroller indicates these procedures will be used once an account is 90 days delinquent.  Due process procedures will be substantially equivalent to those set forth in 31 U.S.C. 3716(a), and 41 C.F.R. 301-54.100, requiring written notice to the member which not only advises them of their rights as a debtor, but gives them an opportunity to inspect and copy the records related to the claim and enter into a written agreement to pay the debt without pay-offset.  It is presumed that due process will require notice to the member, probably at the 90-day point of delinquency.  Commanders and supervisors are highly encouraged to take an active interest in notifying members that pay offset will take place in the event of delinquency.   (The term “garnishment” is not used because it refers to a legal process using civil courts.)

PROACTIVE WING POLICY

Many units have proactive comptroller review of the government travel card program.  Other units perceive these measures as best left to the squadron level APC.  The following are proactive suggestions-you can probably think of others!  

Create a wing instruction that carefully details prohibited practices and the progressive disciplinary steps that will be taken in the event of a violation of the policy.  Discipline for misuse can differ from delinquency.   Consider disciplinary measures for non-mandatory use of card; remember, however, that mandatory use “technically” only applies to ANG members in a Title 10 status--however, it is increasingly impossible to obtain travel funds without using the card.  Guidelines should be established within a wing policy as to how a member can be administratively disciplined for failure to use the GTC for mandatory expenses.

Create an acknowledgment form for each member to sign that indicates that they have read the wing policy and understand that the card is for official use only, not to be used for local purchases, and acknowledging that they understand the progressive disciplinary steps that will be taken in the event of a violation of the wing instruction.  

Control access to the card by requiring an application on all individuals, even those transferring into the unit.  Make sure that people leaving and transferring into the unit have their card hierarchy transferred with them to the correct hierarchy.  This also ensures that they are briefed on the wing policy regarding the card and that they have signed the wing acknowledgement statement.  It also ensures that the member’s supervisor has acknowledged that the member can have a card.  

Cards can be cancelled in two ways.  If a member abuses her card or becomes delinquent, the unit can request the card’s deactivation.  Also, Bank of America will deactivate the card if the card becomes 126 days delinquent.

Cards are closed when a member separates from the wing.  If the member is transferring, they are allowed to take the card to their new unit but it is deactivated if not transferred within 3 months (a lesser period of time, such as one month is also encouraged) of their departure.  The cards of separating members are closed immediately.  In addition, lowering the credit limit to one or zero dollars on cards that are deactivated prevents charges being posted to a closed account.

Two monthly reports should be run.  One is the transaction report for the previous month’s activity.  This report lists all charges for the members of the unit with government travel cards.  The report is then checked for misuse transactions such as local cash withdrawals while not on orders and purchases with unauthorized vendors.  The second report is the delinquency report.  Any account that is more than 60+ days delinquent is flagged.  The misuses and delinquencies should be reported to the unit commanders on a monthly basis for follow-up action under the wing instruction.  When the delinquent accounts are identified, the accounts 30+ days delinquent are noted.  An e-mail is sent to all individuals in the 30+ day category reminding them of their bill and listing the methods of payment.  This is a non-punitive action taken simply because too many individuals who used split disbursement were becoming 60+ days delinquent despite the fact that they thought the entire bill had been paid.  

WHAT HAPPENS IF A PERSON MISUSES THE CARD OR FAILS TO PAY?

As with the old card, this card is not to be used for personal expenses. It must be used only for official government travel.  To prevent misuse, a member will not be able to use the card at certain categories of merchants.  Some of the categories include golf courses, liquor stores, funeral, medical providers, and 1-

900 numbers.  Any attempt to use the card at one of the blocked categories of merchants, will result in a failure of the card to be accepted.  If a mission requires this charge, the merchant can contact VISA or a member may use the number on the back of their card to authorize an override.

Just because a card was accepted by a merchant does not mean that the use is permissible--it must be for official government travel purposes.

Failure to pay the travel card bill will affect a member’s ability to use it.  Once an account is 60 days delinquent, it will be suspended.  When it is 120 days delinquent, it will be cancelled.  BofA may charge up to $29.00 for a late fee for accounts that are 75 calendar days past due.  Fees may be charged monthly until the account is paid up-to-date.   Delinquent payments that are more than 126 days past the original due date may be reported to credit bureaus and can damage a member’s credit rating.  Members should also be warned that BofA may continue to attempt to recover amounts due even if the member is discharged or separated from the military.  It is important that members review their monthly statement carefully for accuracy. Members are not expected to pay invalid charges but must dispute them with the Bank of America as soon as possible.

On 1 October 2001, the Defense Finance and Accounting Service (DFAS) issued procedures to effect salary offsets from Air Force members who are more than 120 days delinquent on their DoD Travel Card accounts.  Pursuant to the statute and implementing regulations, BofA is not required to seek a court –ordered garnishment of wages to initiate these offsets.  The involuntary allotment process has been statutorily replaced by a distinct salary offset process with its own set of rules and procedures that are internally managed by DFAS.  Nevertheless, once the commander and DFAS are contacted regarding a BofA account that apparently warrants initiation of the salary offset process, legal office involvement should stop, except for providing guidance or official handouts as information about the offset process.    Due process procedures will be in place and the law as presently written states that the pay offset amount cannot exceed 15% of the disposable pay owed the employee for that pay period, unless written consent of the employee authorizes more.

Units should be proactive in educating members about the rules concerning their government credit cards.  Units are also encouraged to have local wing policies concerning the card’s use and misuse.  As with the old card, UCMJ or state code and administrative disciplinary actions may be taken if the card is used for prohibited purposes or a member is delinquent in paying their account.  Any discipline should be “measured” and “graduated” and progressive in accordance with Air Force policy.  As noted above, ensure that discipline be based on “dereliction of duty,” or a violation of wing or MAJCOM directives or instructions until and if a new AFI is placed into effect.  And remember, without a wing or other directive that establishes disciplinary procedures for non-mandatory use of the card, there is no other mechanism at this time to support discipline.

If you have any questions or need additional information about the government travel card, you can contact your unit Travel Card APC, your financial Service Office or Bank of America Customer Service, whose telephone number is found on the back of the card.

KWIK-NOTE:  Be proactive – create wing policies and notify your members of their contents, educate your members on the use of the government travel card, and monitor your people to ensure that abuse does not occur.
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