VA Travel Goes Electronic

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) again takes the lead, becoming the first Federal agency about to test a new Internet-based travel management system.  The One VA Electronic Travel Team is leading this effort.  The Team is comprised of field and Central Office membership representing the three Administrations and staff offices.  The Team’s aggressive schedule includes finalizing requirements and completing market research of potential systems.  VA-wide implementation will follow the Proof of Concept Phase and field facility Pilot Phase scheduled for the summer.

The end-state travel vision calls for one VA electronic Web-based travel package to be implemented possibly in advance of, but consistent with, coreFLS.  The selected package will comply with requirements of the Joint Financial Management Improvement Program and include auditing controls for ease of application of Federal Travel Regulations.  The package will eventually integrate with coreFLS, and the Team has included requirements based on the coreFLS business process reengineering effort.

To conform to current e-government initiatives, the intent is to select a package capable of electronic payments to the travel card bank and to the traveler, known as split payments.  Additionally, the Team anticipates the package will provide the travel budget status of funds online for management and approving officials, and provide e-mail notification to travelers, managers, and budget approving officials during authorization and voucher processing.  A key feature of the package could include the capability to review competitive airfares, including government rates, and allow the traveler to reserve and confirm details for transportation, lodging, and car rental.

This means travelers and travel arrangers will be able to use a personal computer or laptop with Internet access to make and verify travel arrangements.  There will be no need to send faxes or place phone calls to the Travel Management Center (TMC) or hand-carry or track manual paper documents.  Approvers and travelers will receive electronic notification of pending actions on scheduled trips.

Specific benefits anticipated for the new system include the following Internet-based and standardized travel processing features:

· Online travel planning and expense reporting;

· Electronic signature approval for authorization and voucher routing;

· Access to airline schedules, government rates; and special airline discounts;

· Online reservations for airline, hotel, and car rental booking;

· Access to all three major airline reservation systems (Apollo, Saber, and WORLDSPAN) to assure the best rates;

· Online training for travelers and help desk support;

· TMC support 24 hours a day, 7 days a week;

· Automated travel policy enforcement and management by exception;

· Automated interface to the VA accounting system;

· Traveler’s option to make travel card payments online;

· Ongoing audit capability;

· Standard and ad hoc query and reporting capabilities;

· Simple transaction-based pricing and economies of scale by maintaining a nationwide approach; and

· Travel card management controls to adjust spending limits on a per trip basis.

Currently only one-half of VA facilities employ some form of an automated travel management system.  The remaining facilities use manual paper processes.  This move to an all-electronic travel processing system comes with a modest price tag.  Recent travel industry changes have caused all Government agencies, like the private sector, to begin paying for TMC services.  The One VA travel system will rely on transaction fee pricing and will include the TMC cost of ticketing.  This means one payment for one-stop travel shopping with state-of-the-art features.  The Team will look at vendor pricing schedules along with system functionality in selecting a One VA Electronic Travel System for the Proof of Concept.  Phased implementation VA-wide could begin as early as fall 2000.

