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MISUSE OF GOVERNMENT CREDIT CARDS – SIMPLY PUT…DON’T DO IT!








The Government Travel Card Program makes use of government travel cards mandatory for virtually all military and civilian personnel traveling on official Coast Guard business.  There are some twists and turns to the program, and some pitfalls, too.  This article aims to help you use the card properly and avoid some common problems that we have seen around the Ninth District.  All Personnel should review ALCOAST 381/04 on this topic.





In most instances, use of the government travel card is mandatory for payment of transportation by commercial carriers (like airlines and trains).  It is also recommended for the expenses of car rentals and lodging while a traveler is TAD.  It is no surprise that meals and incidentals can be charged to the travel card and travelers are encouraged to do so in lieu of obtaining ATM cash or travelers checks, since it is less expensive for the Coast Guard.  No PITFALLS here.





One of the advantages to the program is that Coast Guard travelers don’t have to pay for official travel expenses with personal savings or credit cards.  However, each of us with a travel card is still responsible and liable for complete and timely payment of all charges.  This means paying the full amount owed by the due date stated on the monthly bill.  PITFALL: Failure to pay the full amount due within the first or second billing cycle may result in garnishment of the travelers’ wages or even administrative or disciplinary action - including counseling, a negative page 7 or letter, administrative separation, or even punitive action via the UCMJ. 





The PITFALLS don’t stop there.  CITIBANK, the financial organization that issues the cards and manages the program, may file negative reports with the national credit bureaus for any of us who fail to make a “complete and timely” payment.  The negative mark will be against your individual credit history, because each of our travel cards is issued to us personally.  Negative credit reports generally remain on your credit history for seven years.  





Another PITFALL: although the travel card is issued in the traveler’s name, and the traveler is personally liable for the debt on the account, the card is only authorized for official business.  Using the card for personal purchases is strictly prohibited.  This should be clear from the CITIBANK acceptance statement each traveler signs prior to receipt of the travel card.





Reimbursement for official travel expenses charged on the card are obtained through travel claims.  A good habit is to submit travel claims “promptly” upon return from TAD.  How prompt is that?   Try THREE DAYS!  ALCOAST 381/04 sets the standard that travel claims are to be submitted within three (3) working days after returning from travel.  Once the claim has been processed and reimbursement deposited in your checking account, ensure that this amount is set aside to pay off the charges accrued on your government travel card once the bill is received.  





Fortunately, we have not seen much evidence of intentional travel card abuse in the Ninth District.  However, problems often arise from lack of experience and lack of good credit management by our junior personnel.  Credit management training is available from various Coast Guard sources.    





Learning the system, avoiding PITFALLS, and following good credit management procedures can help Ninth District travelers make good use of the government travel card program.  Need more info?  Check out this link  (� HYPERLINK "http://www.uscg.mil/mlcpac/iscseattle/persru/citibank" ��http://www.uscg.mil/mlcpac/iscseattle/persru/citibank)� or review COMDTINST 4600.14A which outlines the program.  





Need help or have questions about this or other legal issues?  Contact the Ninth District Legal Office at (216) 902-6010.
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