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Date: June 3, 2011 
 
 
To:   All Employees 
 
 
From:   AURA Corporate Office 
 
 
RE: Accountable Plan Reporting (Effective July 1, 2011, the  

following policy will be strictly enforced)   
 
The Association of Universities for Research in Astronomy, Inc.’s 
(AURA, Inc.) Reimbursement for Travel Expenses Policy has 
been developed to meet the IRS definition of an “accountable 
plan.” Under an accountable plan, travel and other business 
expense reimbursements do not have to be reported as income 
to the traveler. To ensure that AURA’s plan will qualify under the 
IRS definition of an “accountable plan”, AURA, Inc. has 
established the following guidelines for reimbursement of 
business expenses and/or accounting for travel advances:  
 
 There must be a business connection and the expense must 

be reasonable. Advances must be made for business 
expenses only, and can be made no sooner than 30 days 
prior to when the expense is expected to be incurred, and 
must be reasonably related to the expenses expected to be 
incurred.  
 

 There must be reasonable accounting for the expenses. 
Those seeking reimbursement for business expenses must 
submit a Travel and Expense Report to substantiate the 
amount, time, use, and business purpose of expenses within 
a reasonable time (see below) after the expenses are 
incurred. Original receipts must be attached to the form, 
where readily obtainable or as required by contract 
regulation.  
 

 All excess reimbursements must be repaid in a reasonable 
time. In the case of an advance, employees should return 
any advance amounts in excess of substantiated expenses 
within ten business days after completion of the trip. If 
not settled timely, AURA, Inc. may garnish a traveler’s wages 
through payroll.  In addition, Travel Advance privileges for an 
employee may be rescinded if, in the determination of Center 
Directors or Center Business Managers, such privileges are 
being abused. 
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AURA, Inc. has adopted the IRS Safe Harbor for a “reasonable time” to 
substantiate business expenses, which is 60 days or less from the date the 
expense was incurred.  Expenses will be deemed to have been incurred on the last 
day of travel, in the case of multiple day travel, for purposes of calculating the safe 
harbor.  If an employee does not substantiate their business expenses or account 
for their travel advance by submitting their Travel and Expense Report within a 
period of 60 days, the amount reimbursed must be treated as compensation, 
subject to tax withholding, and reported on the employee’s Form W-2.  
 
The expense or advance is considered “substantiated” at the time the Travel 
Expense Report or the advance being accounted for is date stamped as received 
by the Business Office (office making payment).

 

 As a result, Travel Expense 
Reports should be submitted well before the 60 day deadline to allow for 
departmental review and the forwarding of the reimbursement request to the 
Business Office within that time frame.  

The above policy must be adhered to by all employees to ensure tax-free 
reimbursements of business related travel expenses. Any exception to this policy, 
due to extenuating circumstances, must be approved by the AURA Corporate 
Office Vice President for Administration. 
 


