Authorization for Use of Lower Cost Airfare
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Q1)  When I conduct temporary duty (TDY) travel am I required to use a contract city-pair fare?

A1)  Yes.  You must always use a contract city-pair fare unless you meet one of the exceptions outlined in Federal Travel Regulation (FTR) 301-10.107.
Q2)  What are the exceptions to the mandatory use of the Contract City-pair airfares?
A2)  If there is no space (seating), or a scheduled contract flight is not available in time to accomplish the purpose of your travel, or if use of contract service would require you to incur unnecessary overnight lodging costs, which would increase the total costs of the trip, or a non-contract carrier offers a lower fare you may be authorized use of a non-contract carrier fare.
Q3)  What are the exceptions that allow the use of a non-contract carrier based on cost savings (lower fare)?

A4)   If you find that a non-contract carrier offers a lower cost fare that is available to the general public, and with all things being equal, you will not incur any other additional costs, the use of the non-contract carrier lower fare may be authorized.

Q4)  If the contract carrier offers a city-pair fare and I find a lower cost fare on the contract carrier, can I accept the lower cost fare?

A4)  If you find a lower cost fare on the contract carrier that has no restrictions and is available to the general public, the contract carrier is required to provide the lower fare to all Government travelers.  If you find a lower cost fare on the contract carrier that does have restrictions, you may be authorized use of that lower cost fare if you meet all of the qualifications for the fare and if there is space available at the time of booking.

Note:  The non-contract carrier lower fare may not be authorized if it is not available to the general public and it's restricted to Government and military travelers on official business.  Also, if the contract carrier, who has the city-pair fare, offers the same lower fare that the non-contract carrier is offering, you cannot authorize use of the non-contract carrier lower fare.

Q5)  If my IC delegated official authorizes me to use either a non-contract carrier or contract carrier due to cost savings as outlined above, if the ticket I procure has restrictions, e.g., non-refundable, what happens if I change the reservations?

A5)  In line w/ the FTR and HHS policy, if you make any changes to a restricted, non-refundable ticket due to personal actions and not due to government actions, you will be held liable for any costs associated w/ the ticket and any corresponding penalties.  You must state in writing on the Travel Authorization that you agree to pay out of pocket, any charges associated w/ making a change to a non-refundable, restricted ticket, due to your personal actions.  
Q6)  If I find a lower cost fare as outlined above, must I procure my Government ticket via the Travel Management Center (TMC), e.g., OMEGA?

A6)  Yes.  You must procure any lower cost fares via the TMC in place here at the NIH, unless you meet one of the exceptions for bypassing the TMC as outlined in NIH MC 1500-02-01.  One exception would be a situation where a Housing Authority has booked all of the airfares w/ a Travel Agent for a particular meeting/conference in which case, the TMC might not have access to those discounted fares.

Q7)  If I find a lower cost fare as outlined above, may I use my Government travel credit card to procure the ticket?

A7)  No, you must procure your ticket from the TMC, eg. OMEGA, unless the cost of transportation is over $10 but does not exceed $100; or under emergency circumstances when the use of the TMC is not possible, travelers may be approved for use of the Government travel credit card to exceed the $100 limit.  NIH approval authority for this exception can be referenced in NIH Manual Issuance 1130 Delegations of Authority, Travel #12 <<http://www3.od.nih.gov/oma/manualchapters/delegations/travel/t12/>>.

Q8)  Do these guidelines apply in a scenario where the cost of the airfare is being reimbursed "In Cash" to the IC appropriation, by a HHS-348 Sponsoring Organization?

A8)  Yes.  These guidelines and the requirements in the FTR must be followed when a Sponsoring Organization reimburses the IC appropriation for the cost of the airfare.
Note:  For sponsored travel where the ticket is to be reimbursed by the sponsor, the traveler must obtain their ticket from Omega.  The traveler is not authorized to purchase their own ticket.

Q9)  How should the authorization for use of a non-contract carrier be reflected on the Travel Order?

A9)  You must indicate in the Comments Block on the Travel Order the specific FTR 301-10.107 provision being applied.  Example 1: The use of a non-contract carrier with all other costs being equal provided a savings of approx. $400. Example 2:  A scheduled contract carrier was not available in time for the employee to accomplish the purpose of his travel.

NOTE: If this statement does not appear in the Comments Block, the TMC is under no obligation to issue the ticket.

Q10)  Can Internet airfares (such as Orbitz, Travelocity) be authorized as a cost savings measure?

A10)  Since these fares are constantly changing and because the Travel Management Center (TMC), e.g., OMEGA, does not normally have access to these fares, regardless if the fare is on a contract carrier or on a non-contract carrier, these fares are not to be authorized under any circumstances.  The TMC should have access to most other lower cost non-contract carrier fares available to the general public, and lower cost contract carrier fares that are not the contract city-pair fares.
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