Dear MSI Associate:
 
When you submit your expense report, a Project Manager familiar with the work will be reviewing it and approving it.  We cannot submit your fee invoice until we have your expense report completed, so the faster that we can review/approve it and submit it to our accounting department, the better for all.  This can be a wonderfully easy task or it can be a nightmarish one that takes many hours.  From our experience looking at many expense reports, we’d like to ask you to keep the following things in mind when you prepare your report.  We also provide samples of completed expense reports to guide you along.
 
Exchange rate: Please put the exchange rate at the top of each page of the expense form.  You will probably encounter varying exchange rates depending on where you change money.  We encourage you to 1) use the exchange rate that the hotel used or 2) determine an average of the various rates you encountered.
 
Itinerary.  Please fill out the itinerary section, or attach your itinerary to the expense report.  We need that to prove to the government that you were at XYZ location on these dates, and at ABC location on these dates.  This is the only way that we have to track site-specific costs such as per diem.
 
Airfare/Trainfare.  Traveling by Air or Train, we need to have your receipt included with the expense report.  Typically, that’s the last page of the ticket packet that you received.  If you’re flying on an “e” ticket, please submit your itinerary and boarding passes (the government wants to make sure that you really took the trip!)
 
Per Diem.  Per diem is made up of two elements: lodging and Meals and Incidentals (M&IE).  There is a maximum amount for both, which is provided to you.  
 
Lodging:  The lodging portion cannot be exceeded, and in the case of overseas travel, taxes are included in the price cap, so the total of your room charge and applicable taxes must fall at or below the lodging limit.  In the US, the lodging limit is strictly the room charge.  On top of that, you are allowed to submit for taxes – whatever they may be in that city.  Remember, this is for the US only.

 
M&IE: Meals and Incidentals is an amount that you receive each day, upon leaving your home for travel (provided the trip is one day or longer).  It doesn’t matter if you spend the money or not, it’s yours for buying food, water, and providing tips – no receipts necessary.  On the first and last day that you travel, the Federal Travel Regulations have restrictions – and although they are a bit cumbersome, the easiest way to do this is that on the first day you travel (overseas) you are allowed 75% of your M&IE at the rate for the destination where you are first going to work.  So, if you’re going from Dulles to Frankfurt, you have a five hour layover, then you’re going onto Delhi, on the first day of travel, you would receive 75% of the amount for Delhi (not for Frankfurt – that is considered a stopover).  On the way back, on the last day, you also get 75% of M&IE.  Let’s say you’ve left Delhi and are now going to Nairobi to work for a week.  When you leave Nairobi and head back to Dulles, you receive 75% of the amount for Nairobi.  The reason for the 75% rule is that on the first and last day of travel, the government assumes that you’ll be given food and drink while on your plane.  While that’s not so true anymore in the US, it is still true in overseas travel.
 
Include with your expense report the information sheet you were given that tells you what per diem you are permitted to charge in what city.  (This saves us from having to look up the right per diem rate for the time and place you were on assignment.)

 

Receipts.  We need receipts for everything, except: M&IE costs, and, when traveling overseas, any single cost in one day that is less than $25 (but if you got a receipt, include it).  For example, if you are in Garumbundi, and the taxi driver doesn’t have a receipt, note it on a piece of paper, with the date, the purpose of the trip and the amount.  Here’s a very helpful way to organize your receipts so that we at MSI can check them quickly (and process your expense report faster!):
-          Tape receipts that are smaller than an 8x11 sheet of paper onto 8x11 paper.  
-          Organize the receipts chronologically, the same way in which you fill out the expense report.
-          If a receipt is not obvious (written in a foreign language or illegible), please put that information on the receipt (we cannot accept receipts in foreign languages without an English description).  
-          Write on the receipt (or on the 8x11 you have taped it to) the dollar equivalent of the price in foreign currency so we can quickly match the receipt to the claim on your report.
-          If you have an expense for which there is not a category on the expense form, please put that expense on one of the  “Other” lines.  E.g. you have traveled by train in the US: Do not delete “airfare” and insert “train.”  Put train on one of the “other” lines.  We’ve provided you with the most commonly used line items, but we do occasionally have other expenses show up.  
 
 
TIPS from our frequent travelers:
 
Do it daily.  It’s much easier if you do your expense report each evening or morning.  The end of an assignment is often fraught with last minute meetings, drafting reports, etc., and what a receipt was for on day one in a foreign language may not be apparent once you return.
 
Use Excel.  When you do the report in Excel, as opposed to doing it by hand, our report will self-calculate.  That way we all know the math is correct.  If you need a quick tutorial in Excel, just ask. You’ll never regret it!
 

