TQSE for Non-displaced Overseas Employees who are Placed through the PPP

NOTE:
CARE Message, CY-02-05, TQSE for Nondisplaced Overseas Employees, clarifies the DoD Priority Placement Program's position regarding the payment of TQSE regardless of any differing interpretations of the Joint Travel Regulations, Vol II.

Notwithstanding the letter, spirit, or intent of the Joint Travel Regulations (JTR), the payment of temporary quarters subsistence expense (TQSE) allowances for employees relocating through the Priority Placement Program (PPP) is non-discretionary.  When a non-displaced overseas employee returns to a position in a different Component, it is irrelevant that the JTR permits the gaining activity to disallow TQSE even under circumstances that otherwise justify payment.  If the PPP registrant meets the basic eligibility requirements in JTR Vol. 2, par. C13115, and if the need for temporary quarters is legitimate, TQSE will be authorized by the gaining activity.

Although TQSE is categorized as an allowance rather than an entitlement, it has long been a matter of DoD policy and practice to give maximum consideration to employees who relocate incident to PPP placement.  More specifically, it has always been clearly understood that activities should reimburse PPP registrants for valid TQSE expenses even though the JTR only stipulates that such payments may be authorized.  Requiring activities to exercise a discretionary authority is not unique to this particular issue.  DoD also imposes similar mandates with regard to pay setting for employees placed through the PPP.  The "last earned rate" rule outlined in Chapter 6, Section B3 of the PPP Operations Manual supersedes Component policies and obligates the gaining activity to preserve the employee's previous rate of pay to the maximum extent possible.  Additionally, DoD requires gaining activities to grant grade or pay retention to certain individuals who might otherwise be denied the entitlement under the discretion allowed in 5 CFR 536.103 (b) and 536.104(b).  In both instances, the objective of operating an efficient yet humane outplacement program overrides other considerations.

DOD is aware that gaining activities in the United States occasionally incur unexpected costs in conjunction with the placement of returning overseas employees.  While it may be difficult for some activities to cover these costs, lack of funds has never been accepted as a basis for denying payment.  DoD Directive 1400.20, "DoD Program for Stability of Civilian Employment," charges Component heads with ensuring that funds necessary to support the relocation of PPP registrants are made available.  Components are responsible for meeting this obligation even if the funds are not available at the activity level.

Whether the JTR empowers the gaining activity to deny reimbursement of specific allowances is far less important than the extent to which exercising this authority impedes the overseas recruitment and rotation programs.  Employees recruited from the U.S. are required to sign an agreement acknowledging their obligation to return from overseas upon completion of their tours of duty.  Those who subsequently decline return placement offers are subject to involuntary separation.  Not only is it unreasonable to mandate an employee's return under circumstances that may result in significant out-of-pocket expenses, the financial uncertainties posed by such a policy would undoubtedly deter many employees from accepting overseas tours.

The Components jointly agreed, years ago, to use the PPP as the primary vehicle for returning nondisplaced employees who do not have return rights to the same grade they held overseas.  The assured payment of any and all reimbursable relocation and transportation expenses was an integral part of this agreement.  DOD cannot maintain the PPP as a viable rotation mechanism unless the very same Components who are recruiting employees for work overseas honor their agreement to provide these and other employee protections.

