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 USE OF APPROPRIATED FUNDS TO PURCHASE LIGHT REFRESHMENTS
AT CONFERENCES AND TRAINING EVENTS


1.   A General Accounting Office (GAO) decision, B-288266 dated 27 January 2003, provided the Comptroller General's guidance on the use of appropriated funds to purchase light refreshments at conferences and training events.  The matter originated with a review of an amendment, addressing conference planning, to the Federal Travel Regulations published by the General Services Administration (GSA) in January 2000.  The amendment defined "conference," in part, as involving employee travel and also provided that agencies sponsoring a conference may provide light refreshments to agency employees.   The GSA advised that agencies may fund refreshments for all attendees as long as the majority of the attendees were in a travel status.  After examining the amendment, the Comptroller General disagreed with GSA's interpretation of statutory authority.  The GAO decision emphasizes that the Comptroller General retains the authority for settling the accounts of the government, and that certifying officers should not rely on GSA's travel regulation on conference planning to authorize light refreshments at meetings for employees in non-travel status.  

2.  As a general rule, GAO noted that appropriated funds should not be used to feed government employees.  However, there are certain statutory authorities that permit the purchase of light refreshments in specific situations.  The decision indicates that agencies should rely on the Comptroller General's interpretation of these authorities, not GSA's travel regulations, when determining whether they may use appropriated funds to provide food or refreshments for their employees.  The GAO addressed the use of appropriated funds for light refreshments at two separate settings, conferences and training.

3. Conferences.  Statutory authority (5 USC 5702) provides for the payment of subsistence expenses for federal employees when traveling on official business away from the designated duty station.  This statutory authority is the basis of GSA's light refreshment provision of its conference planning regulations.  While the Comptroller General does not object to GSA's determination that subsistence for travelers may include light refreshments, the GAO indicates that the relied upon statutory basis does not extend to employees who are not in a travel status.   Therefore, providing light refreshments purchased with appropriated funds is permissible in business conference settings, but only for those attendees who are in official travel status.  

4. Training. The Government Employees Training Act authorizes agencies to pay for all or part of necessary training, including expenses of attendance.  Coverage is allowed regardless of travel status.  In support of the Act, GAO holds that an agency may pay for costs of refreshments (and meals) when these costs are included as an incidental and non-separable portion of a registration or attendance fee for training or a meeting, or if they are necessary to obtain the full benefit of the event.  The authority may be utilized for training sponsored by both government and non-government entities.  This does not include a government sponsored, internal day-to-day business meeting. 

5.  Caution should be exercised in determining whether an event truly constitutes training.  Training should include a planned and prepared course curriculum or objectives that involve instruction and education in a subject that will improve organizational performance.    
6.  Many gray areas remain when determining whether it is permissible to purchase light refreshments using appropriated funds.  Directorates of Contracting are encouraged to coordinate with local legal counsel when considering situations that are not clearly defined by the GAO decision. 
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