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DOD TRAVEL CARDS

Control Weaknesses Led to Millions of 
Dollars Wasted on Unused Airline Tickets 

Control breakdowns over the centrally billed accounts resulted in DOD 
paying for airline tickets that were not used and not processed for refund.  
DOD was not aware of this problem before our audit and did not maintain 
data on unused tickets.  We determined, based on airline data, that DOD had 
purchased—primarily in fiscal years 2001 and 2002—about 58,000 tickets 
with a residual (unused) value of more than $21 million that remained 
unused and not refunded as of October 2003.  We also identified more than 
81,000 partially unused airline tickets with a purchase price of about  
$62 million that will require additional analysis to determine the residual 
value.  Based on further analysis of the limited data, it is possible that DOD 
purchased at least $100 million in airline tickets that it did not use and for 
which it did not claim refunds from fiscal years 1997 through 2003. 
 
Fully Unused and Partially Unused Airline Tickets  
Airline Number of tickets Residual value (dollars in millions)

American 15,877 $4.1 

Delta 15,588 6.4

Northwest 3,479 2.3 

United 16,283 6.0

US Airways 6,719 2.3

Total known unused tickets  57,946 $21.1

Potential unused tickets At least $100

Source:  GAO analysis of airline and Bank of America data. 

 

Although GAO asked DOD’s five most frequently used airlines for fiscal year 
2001 and 2002 unused ticket data, the airlines did not provide uniform, 
complete, or consistent responses.  For example, one airline did not provide 
partially unused ticket data, another airline’s fiscal year 2001 data covered 
only September 2001, while yet another airline provided data on electronic 
tickets dating back to November 1998.  Although additional data on unused 
tickets may be available from the airlines’ archives, our attempts to obtain 
additional information were unsuccessful.   
 
DOD’s unused ticket problems were caused by a flawed process that relied 
extensively on DOD personnel to report unused tickets to the travel offices.  
Although it appears that many unused tickets were processed for a refund, 
the internal controls DOD had in place did not detect millions of dollars of 
unused airline tickets.  Specifically, DOD did not systematically implement 
compensating procedures to identify instances in which DOD personnel did 
not report unused tickets, or reconcile the centrally billed accounts to travel 
claims to determine whether airline tickets were used.  Although some units 
had instituted a process by fiscal year 2002 to more systematically identify 
instances of unused tickets, the process was not implemented DOD-wide, 
DOD did not verify that units were consistently implementing the process, 
and the process could only identify unused electronic—not paper—tickets.   

Ineffective oversight and 
management of the Department of 
Defense’s (DOD) travel card 
program, which GAO previously 
reported on, have led to concerns 
about airline tickets DOD 
purchased but did not use and for 
which it did not claim refunds. 
GAO was asked to (1) determine 
whether, and to what extent, airline 
tickets purchased through the 
centrally billed accounts were 
unused and not refunded and  
(2) determine whether DOD’s 
internal controls provided 
reasonable assurance that all 
unused tickets were identified and 
submitted for refunds. 

 

GAO makes 20 recommendations 
to DOD, including the following: 
• evaluate the feasibility of 

requiring DOD personnel to 
purchase airline tickets with their 
individually billed travel cards, 
which would eliminate DOD’s 
risk of paying for unused tickets; 

• implement procedures to 
systematically provide 
reasonable assurance that all 
unused tickets purchased with 
the centrally billed accounts are 
refunded; and 

• submit claims to the airlines to 
recover the $21 million in known 
unused tickets—DOD might be 
able to recover more than  
$100 million for unused tickets.   
 

DOD concurred with all 20 of our 
recommendations and stated that it 
had taken or will take actions to 
address these recommendations. 
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