Each year we sponsor one trip to AHA or ACC for the fellows.  There always seems to be some confusion about the process, even with senior fellows, so I've put together this primer to answer questions.  
 
How much can I spend?
Travel to these meetings is considered official University business, so reimbursements are subject to the State of Texas rules.  The maximum reimbursement for the trip is $1,200.  Anything exceeding this is your responsibility.  Be aware that there are some rules that may affect how you are reimbursed; I have included more information below.  If you have questions, call Deborah; she is an expert on fellow travel.  
 
Who pays for the airline ticket, registration, hotel, etc?
You pay for everything in advance and are reimbursed after the meeting.
 
What do I need to get my money back?
1.  Prior authorization
2.  Registration receipt
3.  Airplane ticket receipt
4.  Hotel receipt and meal receipts
5.  Ground transportation receipt
 
How long to I have to turn everything in?
Once you return, you need to have everything turned in within TWO WEEKS.   Any longer and it may not be accepted.  Once processed and SIGNED (by you), checks are generally available in 2 weeks.
 
Prior Authorization (also known at the RTA)
 
What is this?
All travel must be approved prior to the travel date, the earlier the better. This tells the University that you plan on taking a trip for official business.  The request includes what, when, where, and an estimate of the cost.   Plan your trip in advance - do not wait until the last minute.
 
How is this done?
Contact Deborah with the dates you will be attending the meeting, your airline reservation, and your hotel reservation.  Do this as early as possible.  She will take care of the paperwork.
 
What happens if I go to the meeting without an RTA on file?
Technically, you are AWOL, since you don't have administrative approval to be gone.  As a result, you could be subject to various disciplinary actions from the University or hospital.  Also, without prior authorization, you will NOT be reimbursed for your expenses.
 
What's the bottom line?
Plan your trip in advance, contact Deborah, confirm that you have an RTA on file.
 
Registration
 
How do I register?
Register online at the society website.  For the American Heart meeting, the website is:
http://scientificsessions.americanheart.org/portal/scientificsessions/ss/
 
So many choices - what do I pick?
Register as a STUDENT/TRAINEE.  you will need a letter verifying your status as a fellow, which Deborah will provide - just ask.
 
The member/non-member rates are different.  
The member rate is $75 until October 15, $150 after October 15.  The non-member rates are $125/$175.  You DO NOT need to be a member to register and attend the meeting.
We WILL pay for the registration fee.  We will NOT pay for a society membership. 
 
Airline Ticket
 
What airline can I fly?
Your choice.  There are two options to booking your flight:
(1)	It is helpful to use an aggregator to search for your flight.  I like www.kayak.com.  It searches all sights, such as Expedia, Travelocity, Priceline, etc and gives you the best deal.  Right now (July, 2010), a non-stop round trip from San Antonio to Chicago is $229, and there are more than a dozen flights on American and United that have reasonable departures.  
(2) 	You can also use Corporate Travel to schedule your flight.  Although there are fees incurred, if you find a lower fare on one of the travel websites, Corporate Travel will normally work with you to get the same flight at the same price, or close to it.  If you use Corporate Travel, remember that while the money doesn’t come out of your pocket, it is counted toward the max travel allowance.
 
What if I procrastinate and get my ticket at the last minute? Can I fly first class?
The longer you wait, the more expensive flights become.  Your reimbursement for the entire trip is capped at $1200, so book late at your own risk.  We can only pay for a coach class ticket.
 
Hotel Receipt
 
How do I get a hotel?
This is the most important part, because hotels book quickly.  Hotels are booked through the meeting registration site.  There are usually about 20 hotels with a variety of prices.  The meeting will have several bus routes serving the hotels, so transportation will not be a problem.  I have attached a list of hotels and a map for your convenience. 
 
How much can I spend?
The State of Texas sets the maximum rates they will pay for a hotel.  For Chicago in November, the rate is $205.  The maximum reimbursement for meals is $71, so the total reimbursement (hotel plus meals) cannot exceed $276/day.  Taxes are reimbursed, but are separate from the room charge.  Again, your total reimbursement for the trip cannot exceed $1200.
 
A lot of the hotels exceed the state rate, or I will exceed by travel allotment.  What do I do?
You are encouraged to share a room and split the cost.  You can stay at a nicer hotel, and it is cheaper for us.  There is a requirement, though, and this is perhaps the biggest source of confusion for fellows.  
 
You MUST submit a hotel receipt with your name on it, even if your room-mate booked it.  
The receipt needs to show 1/2 of the room charges AND a zero balance.  
The room charges need to be shown daily, rather than a simple total.  
 
The front desk is used to these requests and will help you.
 
What do we pay for?
We pay the nightly room charge and applicable taxes.  If the room exceed the maximum state allotment, the taxes will be pro-rated.  If you split a room, as long as your half is under the cap taxes will be reimbursed in full.  We DO NOT pay for incidentals, phone charges, movies, internet fees, gym fees, drinks at the bar, etc.  For the cleanest accounting, I suggest at the following:  At check-out, pay for all incidentals separately.  This will leave a "clean" bill that only shows room charge and applicable tax (or 1/2 the room charge and 1/2 the tax).  REMEMBER:  the bill must show a zero balance to be accepted by accounting. 
 What about meals?
Turn in your receipts, but remember that you will not be reimbursed for alcohol or tips.  Generally, Deborah will have you sign an affidavit that you did not turn in receipts and that you are not being reimbursed on another account (that would be double-dipping, which is illegal).  The affidavit means she can give you the full per diem.  If she goes strictly by receipts, you will be reimbursed the total, even if it is less).  Nevertheless, get a receipt for everything - accounting practices have been known to change. 
 
Ground Transportation
 
What is covered?
Transportation between the airport and hotel.  This can be a taxi or shuttle. Be sure to get a receipt.  Again, tips are not covered.  We cannot pay for a rental car (and there is no need for one in Chicago, anyway).  We do not pay for taxis for sightseeing, dinner reservations, or to the convention center.  The meeting will be running buses on 15-minunte intervals, so there is no need for a taxi to the convention center. 

I left my car at the airport.  Can I get reimbursed?
Yes, if it is the economy lot or long-term parking.  We will not reimburse for short-term parking of commercial lots.

