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Househunting Trips
DIGEST:

Employees who were permanently
transferred from Miami to Orlando,
Florida, seek reimbursement for
several househunting trips. The
claims are denied since each
employee may be reimbursed travel
and transportation expenses for
only one round trip of employee and
spouse between the localities of
the old and new duty stations for
the purpose of seeking residence
quarters., 5 U.S.C. § 5724a(a)(2)
(1982). The fact that the
employees may have been given
erroneous advice does not create a
right to reimbursement where the
expenses claimed are precluded by
law.

This decision is in response to a request by
Mr., Don E. Hansen, Manager, Fiscal Standards Branch, Office
of Accounting, Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), United
States Department of Transportation, for a determination as
to whether multiple househunting trips by employees and
their spouses are reimbursable. For the reasons hereafter
stated, only one round trip, not several trips, by the
employee and spouse may be reimbursed. The claims of the
employees for reimbursement of additional househunting trips
are, therefore, denied.

The facts, briefly stated, are as follows. 1In January
1983, the employees of the Miami Airports District Office
(ADO), FAA, were notified that they would be relocating
to Orlando, Florida. 1In a telephone conference between
the ADO employees and the Southern Region travel office
concerning the 1982 changes to relocation allowances,
the ADO staff was advised that the advance househunting trip
by employee and spouse could be split into separate trips
but that reimbursement of the costs would still be limited
to one round trip.
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Apparently the employees interpreted this advice to
authorize multiple househunting trips by employee and spouse
together, rather than a separate househunting trip by the
employee and spouse traveling at different times.
Consequently, five ADO employees and their spouses made
multiple househunting trips and incurred costs for each
trip. The five employees submitted travel vouchers claiming
reimbursement of the costs of the multiple househunting
trips made to the Orlando area. The FAA declined to pay for
more than one househunting trip by an employee and spouse
based upon the provisions of paragraph 2-4.1a, Federal
Travel Regulations, FPMR 101-7 (Supp. 4, October 1, 1982)
FTR, incorp. by ref., 41 C.F.R. § 101-7.003 (1983), and our
decision, 47 Comp. Gen. 189 (1967). In 47 Comp. Gen. 189,
we held that househunting could not extend over several
trips until the then-applicable maximum of 6 days' per diem
reimbursement for employee and spouse was exhausted.

The employees believe they should be reimbursed for the
costs of the multiple househunting trips for the following
reasons:

1. Misinformation was given them by FAA
travel office personnel.

2. Our decision in 47 Comp. Gen. 189 was
decided prior to the 1982 changes to
the FTR.

3. The FAA discouraged absences from the
office for extended periods of time;
therefore, multiple househunting trips
made on weekends were advantageous to
the government.

Section 5724a(a)(2) of title 5, United States Code,
1982, provides that the expenses incurred in seeking perma-
nent residence quarters at a new official station may be
allowed "only for one round trip" in connection with each
change of station of the employee. The implementing regula-
tion, paragraph 2-4.1a of the FTR, Supplement 4, effective
October 1, 1982, provides that:

"payment of travel and transportation
expenses of the employee and spouse traveling
together, or the employee or spouse traveling
individually instead of travel by the other
or together, for one round trip between the
localities of the 0ld and new duty stations
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for the purpose of seeking residence
quarters, may be authorized when circum-
stances warrant. Separate round trips by
the employee and spouse may be allowed
provided the overall cost to the Government
is limited to the cost of one round trip for
the employee and spouse traveling together.”
(Emphasis in original.)

In our decision, 47 Comp. Gen 189, supra, we inter-
preted the statutory provision and the predecessor regula-
tory provision to mean that only one round trip, not several
trips, is contemplated. While that decision was rendered
prior to the 1982 changes to the FTR, the statutory
provision has not changed and the above-guoted regulation
still contemplates only one round trip of the employee and
spouse between the localities of the old and new duty
stations for the purpose of seeking residence quarters.

See 47 Fed. Reg. 44567 (1982), where the revised regulation
was explained, in part, as follows:

"Paragraph 2-4.%1a is revised to allow
reimbursement for separate househunting trips
for the employee and spouse provided the cost
is limited to the cost of one round trip for
employee and spouse traveling together
(expenses of only one round trip are allowed
by statute) * * *

We therefore affirm our holding in 47 Comp. Gen. 189 in
regard to this issue.

Although the ADO employees may have been misinformed as
to the meaning of the 1982 changes to the FTR, it is a well-
established rule that, in the absence of specific statutory
authority, the United States is not liable for the erroneous
acts of its officers, agents, or employees, even though
committed in the performance of their official duties. See
57 Comp. Gen. 747 (1975), and cases cited therein. The
erroneous advice or authorization does not, in itself,
create a right to reimbursement where the expenses claimed
are precluded by law. Eugene B. Roche, B-205041, May 28,
1982.

Finally, the fact that the ADO employees performed the
multiple househunting trips on weekends so as to avoid
extended periods of absence from the office, and such
actions may have been advantageous to the government,
does not establish a basis for derogation or waiver of the
express provisions of the statute and regulations or create
additional entitlement to reimbursement.
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Accordingly, in a change of official station, reim-
bursement ci travel and transportation expenses may be
made for only one round trip of employee and spouse
between the localities of the old and new duty stations
for the purpose of seeking residence quarters. Therefore,
the claims of the five employees for reimbursement of the
expenses of additional househunting trips by an employee
and spouse are denied.
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