Reimbursing Travelers for Telephone Calls

December 29, 2003

From Anne Rogerson, NCI Travel Coordinator

The following has been compiled from the NIH Travel Manual Chapter.  NIH policy for the reimbursement of telephone calls while in travel status is as follows:  

Official business calls. When justified, calls to conduct official business while in travel status are fully reimbursable. There is no cost limitation for telephone calls necessary to fulfill business commitments and the mission of the travel purpose.
Use of Government-issued telephone calling card. If travelers make use of the Government calling card for business telephoning, then reimbursement is not claimed on the travel voucher; however, if the traveler incurred personal expenses for the business calls, then the reimbursement is claimed on the travel voucher with proper justification and receipts if possible. 
Telephone calls home while in travel status – CONUS. HHS Travel Manual Chapter 4-20 states that an employee traveling for more than one night (2 or more nights) on Government business in the United States may make a brief, direct dial station-to-station call to his or her residence (but not more than an average of one call per day). 

NOTE: Commissioned Officers may make a call to their residence but the communication must be only to advise of the traveler’s safe arrival, to inform or inquire about medical conditions, and to advise regarding changes in itinerary. For additional information see JFTR Chapter 4 Part U4505 at the above web site.

Employees are expected to incur expenses in the same manner as a prudent person would. Therefore, when making calls to the residence, the following order of preference must be followed unless prevented by circumstances or time zone differences: 

a. The Federal Telecommunications System (FTS)
b. Government-provided long distance telephone service, other than FTS; and
c. A commercial network.

Chapter 4-20 further states that travelers for the Department will be allowed a brief call not to exceed an average of $5 per day. For example, in averaging the allowable number and cost, a traveler on a trip of five (5) days could: 

d. Make up to five calls. This could be one call per day or three calls one day and two on another day.
e. "Be reimbursed up to $25. This could be for five calls costing $5 each or one call costing $25. 

Telephone calls home while in travel status – OUTSIDE CONUS. Chapter 4-20 also states that an employee traveling on Government business to a foreign country longer than two (2) days may be authorized to make a phone call to his or her residence. 

NOTE: Commissioned Officers may make a call to their residence but the communication must be only to advise of the traveler’s safe arrival, to inform or inquire about medical conditions, and to advise regarding changes in itinerary. For additional information see JFTR Chapter 4 Part U4505 at the above web site.

Approving officials must be sensitive to the employee’s needs yet at the same time keep in mind the Government’s interest by assuring that the expense of such calls are reasonable. Therefore, the following guidelines are to be applied in authorizing foreign telephone calls: 

a. The determination that telephone calls home from a foreign country will be allowed must be made prior to the beginning of travel. Once the determination is made, authorization for these calls must be stated on the travel order.
b. Due to major cost differences in foreign phone rates, the authorizing official must also authorize the frequency, and estimated costs of telephone calls on the travel order. 
Conditions affecting foreign telephone calls. Numerous conditions affect the cost of telephone calls from foreign countries. These include the foreign country’s telephone carrier system, hotel add-on charges, additional tariffs added on from country to country, etc. The NIH has determined that travelers may be reimbursed for foreign telephone call(s) to their residences when authorized prior to travel for a cost not to exceed the international transmitting costs plus the first 3 minutes of conversation time. The number of times (frequency) of phone calls determined by the authorizing official must also be stated on the travel order. Major deviations, over 20 percent, from estimated cost authorized on the travel order may be accepted if the authorizing official upon review of the voucher claim determines that the amount is justified and reasonable under the circumstances. 

