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Summary of Review  
 

 

In October 2019, the Office of Inspector General received a whistleblower complaint related 
to travel by the spouse of the Secretary of State that the Department of State (Department) 
considered official travel. To investigate this complaint, OIG requested and reviewed 
documentation related to official representational family travel by Susan Pompeo. Generally, 
Department policy permits such travel by relatives of Department officials for appropriate 
representational purposes. However, both Department guidance and principles of internal 
control require documentation of both the official purpose and the approval of the travel. 
Federal ethics rules prohibit the Secretary from approving the travel himself.1  
 
The Secretary’s spouse took eight trips that were declared official between April 2018 and 
April 2020. Of the eight trips, OIG found documentation of an authorized purpose for all eight 
trips, but only found written approval for two of the trips. Of the remaining six trips, the 
Under Secretary for Management told OIG that he verbally approved four of the trips but did 
not document his approval. There is no indication of approval for the remaining two trips.  
OIG recommends that in order to ensure that the Department has appropriate 
documentation for internal control and recordkeeping purposes, the Office of the Secretary 
seek and gain written approval for all representational travel, and that the Under Secretary 
for Management or other authorizing official document in writing the approval for all 
representational trips by any family members. The Department concurred with these 
recommendations.   

 
BACKGROUND 

In October 2019, OIG received a whistleblower complaint regarding official travel undertaken 
by Susan Pompeo, the spouse of the Secretary. In order to investigate this complaint, OIG 
requested and reviewed documents from the Office of the Secretary (S) and its Executive 
Secretariat (S/ES), as well as from the Office of the Deputy Secretary, the Office of the Under 
Secretary for Management (M), and the Office of the Legal Adviser (L). OIG also interviewed 
Department officials with knowledge of these issues.2  
 
In the case of the Secretary of State, he or she flies on military aircraft when traveling for 
official purposes because such travel is considered a White House Support Mission. Non-official 
passengers on those flights, such as family members, must reimburse the government for their 
travel unless their travel is determined to be official.3 For instance, travel for representational 
purposes— i.e., when a family member accompanies a Department official to an event where 
he or she will play an active role in representing the Department — is considered official travel. 
Although the White House provides the means of transportation, the Department is largely 

 
1 11 FAM 612.1 (September 3, 2015). 
2 Both Acting Inspector General Stephen Akard and Acting Inspector General Matthew Klimow recused themselves 
from this review and delegated final clearance authority to Deputy Inspector General Diana Shaw. 
3 For unofficial travel, the amount of reimbursement is calculated by the Department’s travel agent and is 
generally the lowest commercial fare available at that time for the same itinerary.  
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responsible for the logistics, including determining whether the travel of family is 
representational in nature. For family travel that is considered representational, not only does 
the family member not have to reimburse the government for the flight(s), but he or she also 
receives significant travel support from the Department at no cost, including provision of a 
control officer4 and many hours of support from Department employees. 
 
Between April 2018 and April 2020, Susan Pompeo accompanied the Secretary on eight trips 
that were determined to be representational in nature (in whole or in part).5 For these eight 
trips, OIG reviewed whether the Department followed relevant guidance in authorizing and 
approving the trips.  

Department Policies Regarding Representational Travel  

The Foreign Affairs Manual (FAM) states that “travel for representational purposes may be 
authorized for one family member.”6 Although these FAM provisions appear to be drafted to 
cover travel by family members of Foreign Service officers, they are useful guidance for other 
representational travel.7 These provisions require that an authorizing officer approve the travel 
and that this official “is expected to make sparing and judicious use of this authorization,” 
ensuring that in all cases, there is “a clear advantage to the United States.” The FAM gives some 
examples of when representational family travel is appropriate, such as when a foreign 
dignitary is accompanied by a spouse or other members of the household at an event, when 
spouses of participants in a meeting or conference have also been invited, or when the 
President sends a delegation abroad accompanied by their spouses.8 The FAM requires that the 
authorizing official provide and sign a justification statement for representational travel and 
states that “for control and inspection purposes, the authorizing officer should record and file 
the justification.”9  
 
For representational travel for the Secretary’s family, the authorizing official cannot be the 
Secretary, because Department policies prohibit employees from taking certain official actions 

 
4 A control officer serves as the point of contact for coordinating official travel. A control officer facilitates 
communication between the visitor and post and is typically responsible for setting up meetings, arranging 
transportation, and making hotel reservations.   
5 OIG scoped its review to include trips that occurred between April 2018 and April 2020. Department officials told 
OIG that at least three additional instances of representational travel have occurred since April 2020.   
6 14 FAM 532.1-1 (October 3, 2018).  
7 Longstanding decisions of the Comptroller General state that federal agencies generally may not pay travel and 
subsistence expenses for the spouses of employees who accompany them on official travel except when such 
travel expenses are specifically authorized by law. See, e.g., Government Accountability Office, Civilian Personnel 
Manual Title 3, at 13-14 (March 1979). L officials told OIG that they considered 5 U.S.C. § 5703 to be the specific 
authorization for Mrs. Pompeo’s travel. Section 5703 states: “An employee serving intermittently in the 
Government service as an expert or consultant and paid on a daily when-actually-employed basis, or serving 
without pay or at $1 a year, may be allowed travel or transportation expenses, under this subchapter, while away 
from his home or regular place of business and at the place of employment or service.”  
8 14 FAM 532.1-1(B) (October 3, 2018). 
9 14 FAM 532.1-1(C) (October 3, 2018). 
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that would affect their personal or imputed financial interest. In this case, Mrs. Pompeo’s 
financial interest, (i.e., what portion of the expenses related to travel would be paid from 
personal funds or by the government), would be imputed to the Secretary.10 
 
Officials in S/ES told OIG that they requested and received guidance from L in 2019 that 
generally followed these guidelines. L officials told them that the Department could determine 
that the spouse of a Secretary of State may be considered to be performing representational 
functions if, for example, he or she is traveling to an event with the Secretary where spouses of 
other high-level dignitaries will be present. L officials emphasized the importance of 
maintaining appropriate documentation of: (1) a representational purpose or official 
justification for the travel, and (2) approval of the official travel designation by a Department 
official other than the Secretary.  
 
FINDINGS 

As noted above, between April 2018 and April 2020, all or parts of eight trips taken by Susan 
Pompeo were declared as representational family travel. OIG requested documentation of both 
the justification and the approval for each trip. OIG did not assess whether the cited purpose 
constituted an appropriate justification for representational travel. The table below presents 
the documentation that was provided by the Department in response to OIG’s document 
requests. 
 

 
10 11 FAM 612.1 (September 3, 2015). An imputed financial interest would include an interest held by the 
employee’s spouse. See also 18 U.S.C. § 208.  
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Table 1: Representational Travel by Susan Pompeo  
 

Travel Dates Travel Locations Justification 
Documentation 

Provided 

Record of 
Approval 
Provided 

September 2018 New York City Yes No 
December 2018- 
January 2019 

Brasilia; Cartagena Yes No 

January 2019 Amman; Baghdad; Erbil; 
Cairo; Manama; Abu Dhabi; 
Doha; Riyadh; Muscat 

Yes Yes 

March 2019 Kuwait City; Jerusalem  
Beirut: 

Yes Yes 

May-June 2019 Berlin; Bern; Naples; The 
Hague; London 

Yes No 

July-August 
2019 

Tokyo; Bangkok; Sydney; 
Pohnpei 

Yes No 

September-
October 2019 

Rome; Podgorica; Lake 
Ohrid; Athens 

Yes No 

February 2020 Munich; Dakar; Luanda; 
Addis Ababa; Riyadh; 
Muscat 

Yes No 

Source: Generated by OIG from records provided by the Department.  
 
Based on the documentation provided by the Department, OIG identified only two instances in 
which an authorizing official provided and signed a justification statement documenting the 
justification for Mrs. Pompeo’s travel. Specifically, for the January 2019 trip, a memorandum 
was drafted for the Deputy Secretary’s signature that set forth the representational purpose for 
the trip and the legal authority for expenses associated with the trip to be paid for by the 
Department. The memo was cleared through S/ES, L, M, and the relevant regional bureau (the 
Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs) and signed by then-Deputy Secretary John Sullivan. While no 
such memorandum was prepared for the March 2019 trip, an official in S/ES prepared a 
justification statement and emailed it to the then-Acting Under Secretary for Management 
William Todd, who responded via email that the trip was approved.  
 
For the remaining six trips, officials in S/ES provided OIG with documents that indicated the 
representational purpose cited for each trip. For example, for the August 2019 trip, S/ES 
provided an invitation from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand to Mrs. Pompeo to 
attend a spouse program during a meeting of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. For 
the September/October 2019 trip, S/ES provided an official agenda noting a luncheon for the 
Pompeos hosted by the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs and his partner and a visit with the 
Prime Minister of Greece and his wife.  
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However, the Department was unable to provide a signed justification statement or other 
documentation evidencing approval of these six trips by an authorizing official. For two of the 
six trips — the September 2018 trip and the December 2018/January 2019 trip listed in Table 1 
— OIG could not determine either through its document review or interviews whether an 
appropriate Department official approved the trips.  
 
For the remaining four trips (the last four trips listed on Table 111), Under Secretary for 
Management Brian Bulatao told OIG that he had verbally approved the trips.12 He explained 
that once he took office in May 2019, he became the authorizing official for representational 
travel by Mrs. Pompeo.13 He told OIG that he approved these four trips after meeting with S/ES 
officials who explained the representational purpose of each trip. However, he could not 
provide any documentation evidencing that he had done so. In an August 2020 interview, the 
Under Secretary told OIG that he was never provided any guidance that he was required to 
document his approval or sign a justification statement.14 Similarly, there was no 
documentation that the Office of the Legal Adviser or the relevant regional bureau were 
consulted about these trips. 
 
Department policy generally requires documentation provided and signed by the authorizing 
official for representational travel.15 This policy notes that documentation is important for 
control and inspection purposes. Likewise, such documentation should also be kept to comply 
with Federal Records Act requirements that require agencies to make and preserve records 
containing adequate and proper documentation of the decisions and transactions of the 
agency.16 The decision to approve representational travel authorizes the expenditure of 
Department funds and the use of the official time of its employees, which adds even greater 
weight to the necessity of proper documentation.  
 
 

 
11 These trips were the May-June 2019, July-August 2019, September-October 2019, and February 2020 trips. 
12 In May 2020, when OIG initially asked Under Secretary Bulatao’s office for information regarding the Under 
Secretary’s involvement in approving Susan Pompeo’s representational travel, the Office of the Under Secretary 
for Management stated that it played no role in approving such travel. In July 2020, the Office of the Deputy 
Secretary told OIG that Under Secretary Bulatao was involved in approving Ms. Pompeo’s travel. In August 2020, 
OIG interviewed Under Secretary Bulatao, and he confirmed that he had served as the authorizing official for four 
such trips. Under Secretary Bulatao acknowledged that his office initially gave an inaccurate response and 
informed OIG that he had tasked his staff to correct it at the time, but they did not do so. 
13 Under Secretary Bulatao told OIG that he did not recall why he served as the authorizing official rather than the 
Deputy Secretary. 
14  In November 2020, Under Secretary Bulatao clarified that in July 2020, L provided written guidance that 
recommended documenting his approval for each trip, but prior to receiving that document, he believed that 
verbal approval was consistent with existing guidance and policy. 
15 14 FAM 532.1-1(C) (October 3, 2018). As noted above, this provision appears primarily geared toward 
representational travel by family members of Foreign Service officers but is useful guidance for other 
representational travel. 
16 44 U.S.C. § 3101.  
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CONCLUSION 

A signed statement, documenting both the justification and approval of representational travel, 
is essential to ensure compliance with Department guidance, as well as for recordkeeping and 
internal control purposes. Although the Department had documentation that purportedly 
demonstrated justification for all eight trips taken by the spouse of the Secretary, the 
Department could provide appropriate documentation of approval by an authorized official for 
only two of them.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

In order to ensure that representational travel complies with Department guidance and to 
ensure that the Department has appropriate documentation for internal control and 
recordkeeping purposes, OIG makes one recommendation to the Office of the Secretary, 
Executive Secretariat, and one recommendation to the Under Secretary for Management.  
 
The Department submitted its official response (Response) to OIG’s draft report on November 
9, 2020, which is reprinted in full in the appendix. The Department also provided technical 
comments, which OIG incorporated as appropriate. The Department concurred with OIG’s two 
recommendations. 
 
In the Response, the Department reads into OIG’s report a conclusion that OIG does not make – 
namely, that the Department’s use of funds on the trips reviewed by OIG did not violate any 
law, regulation, or FAM provision. The report, however, does not reach this conclusion. The 
scope of OIG’s review was to determine whether the trips were authorized in accordance with 
the policies and principles applicable to such travel – i.e., whether the Department properly 
documented (1) an official purpose for each trip and (2) approval of the trips by someone other 
than the Secretary. The Department provided documentation supporting the purpose of each 
trip but could not provide documentation demonstrating approval of each trip, bringing into 
question whether the trips were, in fact, authorized.  
 
Given our findings, OIG made two recommendations aimed at ensuring that both the Executive 
Secretariat and the authorizing official – in this case the Under Secretary for Management – 
understand that approvals should be documented. OIG is pleased the Department has 
acknowledged the prudence of documenting the official nature of representational travel, as 
well as approval of such trips, by concurring with our recommendations. 
 
Despite its ultimate concurrence, the Department questioned why OIG “wasted its time” 
completing this review once it determined that the recommendations would be directed at 
“purely administrative matters” and suggested that OIG should have approached Department 
leadership and discussed the findings rather than draft a public report. This suggestion 
fundamentally misunderstands the independent role of OIG and our statutory oversight 
responsibilities. First, the Inspector General Act requires OIG to post any document making a 
recommendation for corrective action on OIG’s website not later than three days after the 
recommendation is submitted in final form to the Department.1 This is not only a legal 
requirement, but integral to ensuring transparency. Second, while the Department may view 
internal controls as mere “administrative matters,” they are mandated by law and are a “key 
factor in improving accountability in achieving an entity’s mission.”2  

 
1 5 U.S.C. App. 3, § 3(e)(1)(C). 
2 GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G (Washington, D.C.: September 
2014), at 1. 
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We believe that implementation of OIG’s recommendations will improve the Department’s 
accountability and we look forward to working with the Department through the compliance 
process. 
 
Recommendation 1:  The Office of the Secretary, Executive Secretariat, should seek and gain 
written approval from an appropriate authorizing official for all representational travel by any 
family member of the Secretary of State. 
 
Management Response: In its November 9, 2020 response, the Department concurred with 
this recommendation. 
 
OIG Reply: This recommendation can be closed when the Department provides documentation 
that it will seek and gain written approval for future trips.  
 
Recommendation 2:  The Under Secretary for Management, or other authorizing official, 
should document in writing the approval for all representational trips by any family member of 
the Secretary of State.  
 
Management Response: In its November 9, 2020 response, the Department concurred with 
this recommendation. 
 
OIG Reply: This recommendation can be closed when the Department provides documentation 
that it will document the approval for future trips.  
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APPENDIX: DEPARTMENT RESPONSE 
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1-800-409-9926 
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If you fear reprisal, contact the  
OIG Whistleblower Coordinator to learn more about your rights. 

WPEAOmbuds@stateoig.gov 
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