ACCEPTABILITY OF PURCHASES

Many questions often arise regarding whether or not using the purchase card for a particular purchase is authorized.  In many cases, there may not be a purchase card restriction but there is a higher-level restriction (i.e., is the use of government appropriated funds authorized for the purchase in question).  The following examples are to illustrate the general rules for acceptability on using appropriated funds for these frequently encountered purchase categories.  This list is not all-inclusive nor does it supercede/alter the unauthorized purchases specified in DLAI 4105.3.  Also, they do not take into account if an activity has specific statutory authority for particular types of purchases.  These examples should be used merely as a guide; there may be exceptions granted by additional authorities and/or your activity may have specific statutory authority for the purchase in question.  However, any requests for purchases in the below areas require careful scrutiny.  Consult with your legal counsel and financial operations office. 

1. Food – As a general rule, appropriated funds are not available to pay subsistence or to provide free food to government employees at their official duty stations or vicinity.  The “free food” rule applies to snacks and refreshments as well as meals.  (68 Comp. Gen. 46, 48 (1988); 42 Comp. Gen. 149, 151 (1962); B-140912, Nov 24, 1959).  However, light refreshments at conferences where attendees are in TDY status with local attendees also present are now authorized by the JFTR (see your Activity Program Coordinator for details).  Additionally, small “samples” of ethnic foods served during a formal ethnic awareness program as part of the agency’s equal employment opportunity program are typically authorized (60 Comp. Gen. 303 as expanded in B-199387). 

2. Gifts – Appropriated funds may not be used for personal gifts unless there is specific statutory authority to do so (68 Comp. Gen. 226, 1989).   This includes “novelties” often encountered.  Examples of decisions where the Comptroller General determined expenditures to be improper included key chains distributed to educators who attended seminars sponsored by the Forest Service (54 Comp. Gen 976, 1975), novelty plastic garbage cans containing candy distributed by the EPA at an exposition (67 Comp. Gen. 385, 1978), and T-shirts stamped with Combined Federal Campaign logo to be given to employees contributing a certain amount (70 Comp. Gen., B-240001, Feb 8, 1991). 

3. Memberships – Appropriated funds may not be used to pay membership fees of an employee of the United States or District of Columbia in a society or association (5 USC 5946) regardless of the resulting benefit to the agency.  This prohibition does not apply if the fee is authorized under the Government Employees Training Act if the fee is a necessary cost directly related to the training or a condition of training (5 USC 4109 (b)).  An agency may purchase a membership in its own name upon an administrative determination that the expenditure would further the authorized activities of the agency and this is not affected by any incidental benefits that may accrue to individual employees.  

4. Season Greeting Cards and Decorations – The cost of seasonal greeting cards is a personal expense and may not be charged to public funds.  It does not matter if the card is “non-personal”  (sent by the agency and not containing the names of any individuals (47 Comp. Gen. 314, 1967; B-156724, Jul 7, 1965).  Seasonal decorations are permissible where the purchase is consistent with work-related objectives (such as morale), agency or other applicable regulations, and the agency mission, and is not primarily for the personal convenience or satisfaction of a government employee (67 Comp. Gen. 87, 1987).

5. Cellular Phones/Pagers – There are no purchase card specific prohibitions on purchasing cell phones/pagers.  The GSA Advantage web site contains such items.  However, local policies should exist restricting types, who they may be purchased for, types of services to be obtained, etc.  Consult with your telecommunications OPR.  Additionally, the total dollar of the acquisition (equipment plus annual service period costs) must be considered in determining whether the purchase exceeds card threshold limits.  Also, there are statutory provisions that would apply to telecommunications whether the card is used or not.  Consult Volume 10, Chap 12, pages 82-84 of the Financial Management Regulations.  The FMR can be found on the DoD Deskbook, accessible thru our web site (http://www.dla.mil/j-3/j-336/

 HYPERLINK "http://www.procregs.hq.dla.mil" ).  It also should be noted that the government does not pay in advance of services received.  All such telecommunication charges should not be billed until after services are satisfactorily rendered.  [Note, you can access the GSA Advantage Web site thru our web site as well (click on "Procurement Links" and then click on the purchase card page icon).  
