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OFFICIAL PUBLIC SECTOR AIR TRAVEL 

This report has been prepared for submission to Parliament under the provisions of section 25 
of the Auditor General Act 2006. 

Across government benchmarking audits build on the annual financial audits of all agencies. 
We conduct these audits at a sample of agencies using more detailed testing than is required 
for the annual financial audits. 

This audit assessed if agencies were properly controlling and accounting for air travel.  

My report finds that agencies were generally managing their air travel satisfactorily; however, 
all had opportunities for improvement. 

The findings of this report provide an insight to good practice and the types of control 
weaknesses and exposures that can exist so that all agencies, including those not audited, 
can consider their own performance. 

I wish to acknowledge the cooperation of the staff at the agencies included in this audit. 

 

 

 

 

COLIN MURPHY 

AUDITOR GENERAL 

29 April 2015 

 



 

Official Public Sector Air Travel  | 5 

Contents 

Official Public Sector Air Travel .................................................................................. 6 

Background .................................................................................................................. 6 

What We Did ................................................................................................................ 6 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 7 

What Did We Find? .................................................................................................... 8 

Recommendations ......................................................................................................11 

Agency Responses .....................................................................................................11 

 
  



 

6 | Western Australian Auditor General 

Official Public Sector Air Travel 

Background 

All official air travel taken by public sector representatives needs to be clearly work related, 
value for money and have real benefits for the State. 

In the year ended 31 March 2014, Ministers, parliamentary secretaries and government 
officers went on 10 982 journeys for official business, at a cost of $16.5 million. 

What We Did 

Our objective was to determine if agencies were properly controlling and accounting for air 
travel.  

We tested agency compliance with Premier’s Circular 2012/13 ‘Official Air Travel by 
Government Officers’ and associated Guidelines. Specifically, our lines of inquiry were:  

 Does the agency have air travel policies and procedures that are consistent with 
government policies? 

 Has travel expenditure been justified and approved? 

 Have flights been purchased in accordance with agency and government policy? 

 Was travel accurately reported? 

We selected nine agencies for audit including the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, 
which manages air travel arrangements for Members of Parliament (MPs). Air travel by MPs 
on commercial airlines was included in our sample but we did not audit charter flights.   

The Gold Corporation was also in our sample though they are not an ‘agency’ as defined in 
the Public Sector Management Act 1994, and therefore are not required to comply with the 
requirements of the Premier’s Circular. Nevertheless, we assessed their processes and 
policies in the context of the better practice principles of the Circular and its Guidelines. 

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the frequency and cost of air travel by the nine agencies for the period 
of our audit, from 1 July 2013 to 30 June 2014.  

 

Source: Noted below 

Figure 1: Number of flights from 1 July 2013 to 30 June 2014 
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Source: Noted below 

Figure 2: Cost of air travel by agencies from 1 July 2013 to 30 June 2014 

Note to Figures 1 and 2 — we sourced the information from the WA Government’s contracted travel booking 
service, quarterly reporting that agencies make to Parliament, and from agency accounts. The Metropolitan 
Health Service statistics include sponsored travel, and travel under the Patient Assisted Travel Scheme, which 
assists permanent country residents to obtain specialist medical treatment. The travel information for the Office of 
the Director of Public Prosecutions excludes travel for court witnesses. 

We conducted the audit in accordance with Australian Auditing and Assurance Standards. 

Conclusion 

Agencies were generally managing their air travel satisfactorily; however, all had opportunities 
for improvement. These opportunities included better policy and procedural guidance, using 
online bookings to reduce transaction costs and consistently taking the ‘Best Fare of the Day’ 
to minimise flight costs. 
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What Did We Find? 

We rated no agencies as ‘Good’ against all criteria, with most rated as ‘Fair’. Table 1 is a 
summary of our findings using a three-point scale of ‘Poor’, ‘Fair’ or ‘Good’.  

Agency 
Policies and 
procedures 

Justified 
and 

approved 

Purchased in 
accordance 
with policy 

Accurately 
reported 

Challenger Institute of Technology Fair Good Fair Good 

Department of Education Services  Fair Good Fair Poor 

Department of Racing, Gaming 
and Liquor  

Fair Good Fair Good 

Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet  

Fair Fair Fair Good 

Gold Corporation Fair Good Good Fair 

Metropolitan Cemeteries Board Fair Fair Fair Good 

Metropolitan Health Service Fair Good Fair Good 

Office of the Director of Public 
Prosecutions 

Fair Fair Fair Good 

School Curriculum and Standards 
Authority 

Fair Fair Fair Good 

Table 1: Agency ratings against our criteria  

All agencies can improve their air travel policies and procedures  

Sound policies and procedures help agencies to minimise the cost of air travel. They can 
provide important guidance to the personnel who are arranging air bookings and to those who 
are travelling.  

We rated all nine agencies as ‘Fair’ for their policies and procedures. Shortcomings included: 

 the documented policies and procedures of most agencies did not refer to the contracted 
travel booking service’s online booking tool. Using the online tool rather than talking directly 
to the booking service’s staff can reduce transaction costs  

 one agency only developed an air travel policy after we advised them of our upcoming 
audit 

 employees at six agencies had accumulated frequent flyer points on their personal 
accounts. These agencies did not have sufficient guidance in their policies about the use 
of frequent flyer points. As a result, there was poor recordkeeping and monitoring of these 
points and we were unable to confirm how the points were used. Under the Guidelines, 
loyalty scheme points accumulated through official air travel can be used for official 
purposes but not for private purposes 

 employees at one agency were not allowed to earn personal frequent flyer points for official 
travel, however this was not documented in its policy. We found one instance of an 
employee collecting points and later requesting the airline to remove the points. 
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Most travel across the agencies was justified and approved, however there 
were some flights that did not receive appropriate approval  

It is important that all air travel is justified and approved by management to avoid the cost of 
non-essential or poorly selected travel arrangements. We rated five agencies as ‘Good’ at 
justifying and approving their air travel. 

Findings at the other agencies included: 

 five occasions where people who lacked the delegated authority approved air travel.  This 
included three instances where business class travel was used  

 an instance where travel was approved after the travel was undertaken 

 an employee returning to Perth from a Canberra conference travelled via Melbourne for a 
weekend stay. The agency did not recoup the additional air travel cost from the employee. 

Almost all agencies could reduce booking costs and still meet business 
requirements 

Agencies are required to use the government’s contracted travel booking service and to travel 
with the airline providing the ‘Best Fare of the Day’ rather than book according to the traveller’s 
preference. Under the best fare of the day arrangement, officers should book with the domestic 
airline that provides the best fare, provided this also meets business requirements. This 
approach promotes a fair distribution of official air travel across domestic airlines, helping to 
support the sustainability and competitiveness of air services.  

We rated the majority of agencies ‘Fair’ for this line of inquiry.  

Agencies in almost all instances purchased flights via the government booking service as 
required. However, agencies could reduce booking costs if they used the online booking tool. 
We found that the majority of agencies were not using the tool at all. Expected savings can 
range from $21 to $41 per transaction depending on the destination. 

We also noted that the best fare of the day is often not selected. Figure 3 shows the instances 
where travellers requested a different airline to the one offering the best fare of the day and 
the missed savings as a result.  

Agencies told us that airline preference was not the reason for not selecting the best fare of 
the day. Rather, it was because it did not meet their business requirements. They also advised 
that some flights were chosen because meals were included, which meant they would save on 
meal allowances. However, the agencies could not provide evidence to support their claims 
and we were unable to determine if the higher cost flights were justified. 
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Source: WA government travel booking service 

Figure 3: Missed savings – passenger requested specific airline, 1 July 2013 to 30 June 2014** 

* Includes patient and sponsored travel. Patient travel is generally driven by clinical appointments and, 
depending on a patient’s medical needs, there may be valid reasons for not using best fare of the day. 

^ Excludes travel by Members of Parliament who are not subject to the requirements of the Premier’s Circular. 
** Data not available for Gold Corporation. 

The majority of agency air travel was appropriately reported to Parliament  

Until recently the Department of the Premier and Cabinet used data submitted by agencies to 
compile a summary of overseas and interstate travel taken by each Minister and government 
officer for quarterly reporting to Parliament. During this audit the Premier’s Circular was 
amended and now only requires overseas travel to be reported. The amended circular also 
requires a declaration of leave taken in conjunction with any official travel; and if this leave 
exceeds four working days then only a one way fare is funded by the Government. 

We rated seven agencies as ‘Good’ for this line of inquiry. However, two agencies had reported 
estimates rather than actual costs. For one of the agencies, this resulted in a significant 
overstatement of the costs.  
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Recommendations 

Agencies should: 

 improve their policies to provide clear guidance to staff, that is consistent with the 
Premier’s Circular and Guidelines 

 ensure staff are using the ‘Best Fare of the Day’ that meets business requirements. 
They should retain adequate records to support occasions when they select another 
flight 

 use reports available from the government’s travel booking service to monitor 
buying behaviour, identify missed savings and make necessary improvements 

 use the online booking tool to reduce booking costs 

 ensure air travel is approved in advance by an officer with delegated authority 

 ensure they base their quarterly travel returns on actual, not estimated expenditure. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Agency Responses 

Agencies in our sample generally accepted the recommendations of this report and, 

although two disagreed with some ratings, all advised that they would be taking steps to 

implement relevant recommendations. 
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Auditor General’s Reports 

 

Report 
Number 

Reports 2015 Date Tabled 

4 SIHI: District Medical Workforce Investment Program 23 April 2015 

3 Asbestos Management in Public Sector Agencies 22 April 2015 

2 Main Roads Projects to Address Traffic Congestion 25 March 2015 

1 Regulation of Real Estate and Settlement Agents 18 February 2015 

Report 
Number 

Reports 2014 Date Tabled 

22 Opinion on Ministerial Notification 18 December 2014 

21 Training and Support for Justices of the Peace 26 November 2014 

20 Ensuring Compliance with Conditions on Mining – Follow-up 19 November 2014 

19 Purchasing Through Common Use Agreements - AGBA 12 November 2014 

18 Audit Results Report – Annual 2013-14 Financial Audits 12 November 2014 

17 Opinions on Ministerial Notifications 25 September 2014 

16 Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning 
River System 

13 August 2014 

15 Working with Children Checks 30 June 2014 

14 Information Systems Audit Report 30 June 2014 

13 Royalties for Regions – are benefits being realised? 25 June 2014 

12 Government Funded Advertising 25 June 2014 

11 Licensing and Regulation of Psychiatric Hostels 25 June 2014 

10 Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up 18 June 2014 

9 Governance of Public Sector Boards 18 June 2014 

8 Moving On: The Transition of Year 7 to Secondary School 14 May 2014 

7 The Implementation and Initial Outcomes of the Suicide 
Prevention Strategy 

7 May 2014 

6 Audit Results Report – Annual 2013 Assurance Audits 
(Universities and state training providers – Other audits 
completed since 1 November 2013) 

7 May 2014 

5 Across Government Benchmarking Audits – Controls Over 
Purchasing Cards – Debtor Management – Timely Payment 
of Invoices 

1 April 2014 

4 Behaviour Management in Schools 19 March 2014 

3 Opinion on ministerial decision not to provide information to 
Parliament about funding for some tourism events 

18 March 2014 

2 Charging Card Administration Fees 12 March 2014 

1 Water Corporation: Management of Water Pipes 19 February 2014 
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