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Summary of New House Rules Regarding Gifts, Meals, and Travel
With the recent passage of H.Res. 6, the House Rules were revised regarding allowable gifts and travel expenditures.  In an effort to keep RSC Members and staff informed on the effect of these rules on normal business, following is a series of brief descriptions of the new rules in a question-and-answer format.  All examples are applicable to both Members and House staff.
Q1:
May a Member of Congress or House employee (hereafter collectively referred to as “Member”) still accept a gift from an outside entity or individual, so long as its value is under the $50 threshold?
A1:
Yes, generally.  The $50 gift limit still applies for all Members and staff, so gifts valued under $50 are permissible (so long as the gift is not return for an official action).  However, gifts of any amount cannot be accepted from a registered lobbyist, foreign agent, or any entity that employs such an individual.
Q2:
May a private entity provide a meal for an event on the Hill, such as a policy briefing on education reform or stem cell research?

A2:
Yes, in certain circumstances.  The meal cannot be paid for by a lobbyist or an entity that retains or employs a lobbyist.  The outside entity must also be hosting the event (i.e. – the event cannot be an official function or duty of the Member, such as a Member meeting or committee hearing that is being organized and sponsored by the Member office).  An outside entity is permitted under House rules to provide lunch for a briefing they sponsor, so long as the meal is valued at under $50 per person.  Members may still coordinate with outside entities to secure rooms for such events.
Q3:
May an outside entity host a reception and pay for the food and beverages under the new ethics/gift rules?

A3:
Yes.  If the reception is considered a “widely attended event,” an outside entity is allowed under the rules to provide meals and is not limited by the under $50 per person restriction.  If it is not a widely attended event, an outside entity is not to provide meals, but may host a reception with food of nominal value (that would not be considered a meal).

Note:  A widely attended event is generally viewed as 25 or more non-Hill people in attendance and open to membership of the sponsoring entity or others interested in the subject of the meeting.

Q4:
May a Member accept free food and beverages for their office or committee from an outside entity?

A4:
Yes, as long as the value of the food or beverages accepted are considered de minimis (M&Ms, small bags of peanuts, bottles/cans of Dr. Pepper, or an item under $10 value).  Otherwise, a Member may not accept any gift, food or beverage, or other in-kind service from a private entity in support of any of the Member’s activities.  However, home-state products (when they are items of nominal value) are also permissible on the assumption that they are intended for distribution to the public.
Q5:
May a Member accept privately funded travel to attend a non-political event in their district?
A5:
Maybe.  Under the new House travel rules, Members are prohibited from accepting privately funded travel from an entity that retains or employs a lobbyist, with the exception of institutions of higher learning.  Thus, a Member may not accept privately funded travel if the trip was paid (in whole or part) by an entity that employs a lobbyist, or if a lobbyist will be accompanying the Member on any segment of the trip.  Note:  These new travel restrictions take effect on March 1, 2007.
Q6:
May a Member accept privately funded travel to attend a charitable event in another state?

A6:
Yes, generally.  Payment of necessary food, transportation, and lodging expenses may be accepted from a qualified private entity (such as a charity) for travel to a meeting or speaking engagement, or fact-finding event in connection with official duties (regardless of if the event is in their district or not).  Of course, the charity must not employ or retain a lobbyist.
Q7:
May a Member accept a pair of tickets from an outside entity to a sporting event, such as a Washington Capitols game or Disney on Ice?
A7:
No, if the outside entity employs or retains a lobbyist, regardless of the value of the tickets.  If the entity does not employ a lobbyist, a Member may accept the tickets, so long as they fall under the current gift cap of $50.00.  For example, two tickets valued at $20 each ($40 total) would be allowed from an outside entity that does not employ a lobbyist.
Q8:
May a Member accept two free tickets and free travel accommodations to attend a college football game from a state university?
A8:
Yes. Regardless of the amount of the tickets or travel accommodations, the gift is permissible because it is from a government entity.  Even if the state university employs a lobbyist, the tickets and travel are still permissible because of the special exclusion to local, state, and federal government entities.
Q9:
May a Member accept a gift as a thank you for an official action?

A9:
No.  Generally, Members are prohibited from accepting anything of value in return for or as a “thank you” for performing any official duty.  However, a Member may accept a gift if it is considered de minimis (valued under $10) or perishable. For example, flowers or a small jar of jelly beans (valued under $10) would both be acceptable gifts.
Q10:
Under the old rules, a Member could accept gifts (such as tickets, travel, memorabilia, etc.), as long as the value of the item was under $50.  Is this still the case under the new gift rules?
A10:
No, generally.  Since many gifts that Members and staff received in the past under the old gift rules were from a prohibited source (a registered lobbyist, or an entity that employs or retains one), many such gifts will no longer be permissible.
Note:
As a general rule, when a Member, officer, or employee of the House receives a gift that cannot be accepted under the gift rule, he or she must either pay the donor the market value for the gift, or return the gift to the donor promptly.  However, a perishable item may be donated to charity or destroyed.

The House Gift Rule prohibits acceptance of anything having monetary value unless permitted by one of the following exceptions to the rule:

· Any gift (other than cash or cash equivalent) valued at less than $50; however, the cumulative value of gifts that can be accepted from any one source in a calendar year is less than $100;
· Gifts having a value of less than $10 do not count against the annual limit (unless it is frequent);
· “Buydowns” are not allowed. A gift valued at $55 cannot be accepted merely by paying $6;
· No gifts from a registered lobbyist or an entity that employs a registered lobbyist.
· Gifts from relatives, and gifts from other Members and employees;
· Gifts based on personal friendship (but a gift over $250 in value may not be accepted unless a written determination is obtained from Standards Committee);
· Personal hospitality in a private home (except from a registered lobbyist);
· Free attendance at charity, political, or officially-related "widely attended" events if offered by the sponsor (i.e., the entity that organized the event), and free attendance at receptions; and
· Anything paid for by federal, state, or local government.

Determining what constitutes a “personal friendship” can be complicated.  Please consult the House Rules for a thorough discussion of personal friendship and the intricacies of this exception.

This document is only a high-level summary of potential questions regarding the updated House Rules regarding ethics, gifts, and travel.  Members and staff are strongly encouraged to contact the Ethics Committee directly regarding specific questions and situations that arise regarding  House Rules.

CRS recently published a summary of the new House Ethics Rules for the 110th Congress, which may be viewed by clicking here:  http://www.congress.gov/erp/rs/pdf/RS22566.pdf.

To view the House Ethics Manual, please click here.

To view the House Gift and Travel Rules Booklet, please click here.
RSC Staff Contact:  Derek V. Baker; derek.baker@mail.house.gov; 202-226-8585
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