
FILE: 8-208082 DATE: February 1, 1983 

MATTER OF: Shawn H. S t e i n k e  

DIGEST: 
1 .  An e m p l o y e e  o n  t e m p o r a r y  d u t y  o b t a i n e d  a 

meal a t  t h e  a i rpo r t  p r io r  t o  h i s  r e t u r n  
f l i g h t .  A l t h o u g h  a t r a v e l e r  is o r d i n a r i l y  
e x p e c t e d  t o  e a t  d i n n e r  a t  h i s  r e s i d e n c e  
on e v e n i n g  o f  r e t u r n  f r o m  t e m p o r a r y  d u t y ,  
t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  of w h e t h e r  a n  e m p l o y e e  
s h o u l d  b e  r e i m b u r s e d  i s  f o r  t h e  a g e n c y .  I n  
d e t e r m i n i n g  w h e t h e r  i t  wou ld  be u n r e a s o n a b l e  
to  e x p e c t  a n  e m p l o y e e  t o  e a t  a t  home r a the r  
t h a n  e n  r o u t e ,  f a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  elapsed time 

, b e t w e e n  meals and  a b s e n c e  o f  i n - f l i g h t  meal 
s e r v i c e  may be c o n s i d e r e d .  

2. C l a i m s  a m o u n t i n g  t o  l e s s  t h a n  $25  s h o u l d  
n o r m a l l y  be h a n d l e d  by  c e r t i f y i n g  a n d  
d i s b u r s i n g  o f f i c e r s  u n d e r  p r o c e d u r e s  
a u t h o r i z e d  i n  l e t t e r  o f  J u l y  1 4 ,  1976 ,  
a n d  n e e d  n o t  b e  s u b m i t t e d  to  t h e  Comp- 
t r o l l e r  G e n e r a l  f o r  d e c i s i o n .  

By l e t t e r  of J u n e  2 4 ,  1 9 8 2 ,  an  a u t h o r i z e d  c e r t i f y i n g  
o f f i c e r  w i t h  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  of E n e r g y  requested a n  a d v a n c e  
d e c i s i o n  r e g a r d i n g  M r .  Shawn H .  S t e i n k e ’ s  c l a im f o r  $13 .40  
f o r  t h e  cos t  of  a meal o b t a i n e d  w h i l e  r e t i l r n i n g  f r o m  a 
t e m p o r a r y  d u t y  a s s i g n m e n t .  In a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  c e r t i f y i n g  
o f f i c e r  r eques t s  g u i d a n c e  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  t y p e s  o f  
s i t u a t i o n s  i n  w h i c h  i t  is a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  r e i m b u r s e  a n  
e m p l o y e e  for t h e  cost  of a meal o b t a i n e d  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  
b e g i n n i n g  or b e f o r e  c o n i p l e t i n g  t e m p o r a r y  d u t y  t r a v e l .  The  
d e t e r m i n a t i o n  of w h e t h e r  a n  employee s h o u l d  be r e i m b u r s e d  
f o r  t h e  cost  of a meal obtair .ed u n d e r  t h e s e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  
is t o  be made by t h e  agency c o n c e r n e d .  The  G e n e r a l  
A c c o u n t i n g  O f f i c e  w i l l  n o t  d i s t u r b  a n  a g e n c y ’ s  d e t e r m i -  
n a t i o n  u n l e s s  i t  is  c l e a r l y  e r r o n e o u s  or a r b i t r a r y  o r  
c a p r i c i o u s .  

The  record shows t h a t  Nr. S t e i n k e  r e t u r n e d  t o  h i s  
d u t y  s t a t i o n  i n  L a s  V e g a s ,  N e v a d a ,  from Los Alamos, New 
M e x i c o ,  o n  A p r i l  1 4 ,  1982 .  H e  l e f t  Los Alanos a t  1:30 
p.m. ( M o u n t a i n  T i n e )  a n d  t r a v e l e d  b y  c a r  t o  Aibuqcerque ,  
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N e w  Mex ico .  H e  a t e  d i n n e r  i n  A l b u q u e r q u e  b e f o r e  b o a r d i n g  
a 6 : 1 5  f l i g h t  t o  L a s  Vegas. T h e r e  w a s  n o  meal served o n  
t h e  f l i g h t .  H e  a r r i v e d  a t  h i s  r e s i d e n c e  a t  7:30 (8:30 
M o u n t a i n  T i m e ) .  

M r .  S t e i n k e ' s  claim f o r  d i n n e r  was p r e v i o u s l y  d i s -  
allowed b y  t h e  c e r t i f y i n g  o f f i c e r  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  our 
h o l d i n g  i n  Matter o f  Sirnmons, B-189622,  March 2 4 ,  1978 .  
T h a t  d e c i s i o n  i n v o l v e d  a n  e m p l o y e e  who p u r c h a s e d  d i n n e r  
a t  t h e  a i r p o r t  b e t w e e n  7 a n d  7 :45  p.m. a f t e r  h i s  r e t u r n  
f l i g h t  a n d  i m m e d i a t e l y  before  d e p a r t i n g  for h i s  resi- 
d e n c e .  H e  claimed r e i m b u r s e m e n t  f o r  t h e  cos t  of t h a t  
meal n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  t h e  g e n e r a l  r u l e  t h a t  s u b s i s t e n c e  
e x p e n s e s  i n c u r r e d  by  t h e  t r a v e l e r  a t  h i s  p e r m a n e n t  d u t y  
s t a t i o n ,  h i s  r e s i d e n c e ,  e n  r o u t e  t o  or f r o m  a n e a r b y  
a i r p o r t ,  o r  a t  t h e  a i r p o r t  may n o t  b e  r e i m b u r s e d .  I n  
h o l d i n g  t h a t  h e  cou ld  n o t  b e  r e i m b u r s e d ,  w e  n o t e d  t h a t  
t h e  e m p l o y e e ' s  " e l e c t i o n  t o  h a v e  d i n n e r  a t  t h e  a i r p o r t  
ra ther  t h a n  a t  home was a p u r e l y  p e r s o n a l  c h o i c e ,  d i c t a t e d  
a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  by  h i s  p r e f e r e n c e  a s  t o  time o f  e a t i n g .  
T h e r e f o r e *  * * t h e  cost o f  t h i s  d i n n e r  was a p e r s o n a l  
e x p e n s e .  * * * . I '  I n  t h a t  case,  t h e  e m p l o y e e  h a d  b e e n  
s e r v e d  a n  i n - f l i g h t  l u n c h  w i t h i n  5 h o u r s  o f  t h e  time h e  
would  h a v e  a r r i v e d  home had h e  n o t  d e l a y e d  h i s  r e t u r n  t o  
d i n e  a t  t h e  a i r p o r t .  

U n l i k e  Simmons,  t h e  case b e f o r e  u s  now i n v o l v e s  t h e  
p u r c h a s e  o f  a meal p r i o r  t o  t h e  r e t u r n  f l i g h t .  T h i s  case 
is s i m i l a r  t o  Matter of S t a m n e s ,  B-202985,  March 4 ,  1 9 8 2 ,  
w h e r e  t h e  e m p l o y e e  a l s o  p u r c h a s e d  a meal a t  t h e  a i r p o r t  
p r i o r  t o  h i s  r e t u r n  f l i g h t .  I n  t hese  cases  t h e  p r i m a r y  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  is  t h e  amoun t  t h e  e m p l o y e e ' s  e a t i n g  r o u t i n e  
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  i n t e r r u p t e d  had  h e  t a k e n  h i s  meal a t  
home. A s  we n o t e d  i n  S t a m n e s ,  " t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  w h e t h e r  
it would  be u n r e a s o n a b l e  t o  expect  t h e  e m p l o y e e  t o  ear. 
d i n n e r  a t  home i s  a ma t t e r  p r i m a r i l y  f o r  t h e  a g e n c y  
c o n c e r n e d . "  I n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  case i t  i s  n o t  c lear  
t h a t  t h e  o f f i c i a l  who a p p r o v e d  Mr S t e i n k e ' s  t r a v e l  
v o u c h e r  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  r e a s o n a b l e n e s s  o f  h i s  d e c i s i o n  t o  
ea t  d i n n e r  be fo re  b o a r d i n g  t h e  f l i g h t  i n  A l b u q u e r q u e .  
W h i l e  t h e  matt?r is  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  of E n e r g y  
f o r  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  by  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  o f f i c i a l ,  i t  would  
n o t  appear improper to  r e i m b u r s e  a n  e m p l o y e e  f o r  a meal 
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e n  r o u t e  t o  h i s  d u t y  s t a t i o n  w h e r e  t h e  elapsed time 
b e t w e e n  meals wou ld  o therwise  h a v e  b e e n  more t h a n  7-1/2 
h o u r s .  A l t h o u g h  w e  wou ld  n o t  o r d i n a r i l y  c o n s i d e r  i t  
u n r e a s o n a b l e  t o  e x p e c t  a n  e m p l o y e e  t o  e a t  d i n n e r  f o l l o w i n g  
h i s  r e t u r n  home from t e m p o r a r y  d u t y  a t  7:30 p.m., w e  
b e l i e v e  i t  is  appropr ia te  t o  c o n s i d e r  time z o n e  c h a n g e s  
a n d  e lapsed t i m e  b e t w e e n  meals i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  w h e t h e r  t h e  
e m p l o y e e  a c t e d  p r u d e n t l y  i n  p u r c h a s i n g  a n  e v e n i n g  meal e n  
r o u t e  home from 3 t e m p o r a r y  d u t y  a s s i g n m e n t .  

W i t h  regard t o  t h e  c e r t i f y i n g  o f f i c e r ' s  r e q u e s t  f o r  
g e n e r a l  g u i d a n c e  i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  w h e t h e r  a n  e m p l o y e e  s h o u l d  
be r e i m b u r s e d  f o r  a meal o b t a i n e d  i n  s imi la r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  
w e  a g a i n  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  t h i s  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  i s  a matter 

of B u r r e l l ,  8 -195940 ,  December 2 8 ,  1 9 7 9 ,  a n  e m p l o y e e  is 
o r d i n a r i l y  e x p e c t e d  t o  e a t  b r e a k f a s t  o r  d i n n e r  a t  h i s  
r e s i d e n c e  o n  t h e  m o r n i n g  of depa r tu re  f o r  t e m p o r a r y  d u t y ,  
o r  o n  t h e  e v e n i n g  of h i s  r e t u r n .  However t h e  r e a s o n a b l e -  
n e s s  o f  t h e  e m p l o y e e ' s  a c t i o n s  i n  d o i n g  o t h e r w i s e  d e p e n d s  
o n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  f a c t s  o f  a g i v e n  case.  The  c o n s i d e r -  
a t i o n s  t h a t  w o u l d  j u s t i f y  purchase o f  a d i n n e r  e n  r o u t e  
home a re  s imilar  t o  those  t h a t  m i g h t  be f o u n d  t o  w a r r a n t  
t h e  p u r c h a s e  o f  a s u b s t i t u t e  meal when a n  e m p l o y e e  is 
P r o v i d e d  a n  i n - f l i s h t  meal i n c i d e n t  t o  his r e t u r n  

c7pm c-7 
p r i m a r i l y  for  t h e  a g e n c y  c o n c e r n e d .  A s  s u g g e s t e d  i n  Matter 

I - 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n .  See e .g . ,  Matter o f  Morrill,  B-192246, 
J a n u a r y  8 ,  1 9 7 9 ;  c . f .  Matter o f  S e s t i l e ,  B-194641, 
F e b r u a r y  1 9 ,  1 9 8 0 .  

Where t h e  e m p l o y i n g  a g e n c y  h a s  made t h e  i n i t i a l  
r e a s o n a b l e n e s s  d e t e r m i n a t i o n ,  t h i s  O f f i c e  w i l l  o v e r t u r n  
t h e  a g e n c y ' s  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o n l y  w h e r e  o u r  r e v i e w  of t h e  
e v i d e n c e  r e s u l t s  i n  a f i n d i n g  t h a t  t h e  a g e n c y ' s  determi- 
m i n a t i o n  was c l e a r l y  e r r o n e o u s ,  o r  a r b i t r a r y  or capr i -  
cious. Matter of V i r g n e ,  B-203857,  December 15,  1981 .  

a m o u n t s  a t  t h e  r e q u e s t  of d i s b u r s i n g  and c e r t i f y i n g  
o f f i c e r s  i s  a n  e x p e n s i v e  and  t j i n e  c o n s u m i n g  f u n c t i o n  
w h i c h  c a n  a p p p r o p r i a t e l y  be h a n d l e d  b y  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
a g e n c y .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  on J u l y  1 4 ,  1 9 7 5 ,  w e  i s s u e d  a 
l e t t e r  t o  t h e  h e a d s  of d e p a r t m e n t s  and  a g e n c i e s ,  d i s -  
b u r s i n g  a n d  c e r t i f y i n g  o f f i c e r s .  T h a t  l e t t e r  s t a t e s  a s  
follows: 

W e  h a v e  f o u n d  t h a t  t r e a t m e n t  of claims f o r  rn inor  
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"Under existing law disbursing officers and 
certifying officers may apply for and obtain a 
decision by the Comptroller General of the United 
States upon any question involving a payment to be 
made by them or a payment on any voucher presented 
for certification. 3 1  U.S.C. 7 4 ,  _. id. 82d. 

by the cited statutory provisions numerous 
questions involving minor amounts are presented for 
decision by the Comptroller General. The General 
Accounting Office and the agencies involved incur 
inordinate administrative costs in processing these 
requests for decision and the necessity for dealing 
with them serves to delay attention to questions 
involving more significant amounts and subjects. 

"In order to obtain the protection afforded 

"Therefore, in lieu of requesting a decision 
by the Conptroller General for items of $ 2 5  or 
less, disbursing and certifying officers may 
hereafter rely upon written advice from an agency 
official designated by the head of each department 
or agency. A copy of the document containing such 
advice should be attached to the voucher and the 
propriety of any such payment will be considered 
conclusive on the General Accounting Office in its 
settlement of the accounts involved." 

We recognize that this claim was originally denied 
by the certifying officer and that upon appeal from that 
action the claim was submitted for advance decision 
because of the uncertainty as to whether the facts 
presented a justifiable reason for allowance. However, 
we reemphasize our position that in cases involving 
an item of $ 2 5  or less and, in order to avoid un- 
necessary requests for decisions in the future in 
such cases, the accounting officer should obtain a 
determination from the appropriate agency official in 
accordance with our letter of July 14 ,  1976. Such action 
normally should enable the accounting officer to settle 
the claim without a request €or advance decision. 

Cornptroller General 
of the United States 
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