Gifts from Foreign Governments for Employees of the Air Force

The Air Force’s rules are contained in AFI 51-901. This discussion highlights your obligations. Perhaps, foremost, you will not request, solicit, or encourage a foreign government to give you a gift. Second, if you receive a gift, you have an obligation to follow the rules necessary to determine whether the gift should be returned.

In general, you should refuse a gift tendered to you if the value exceeds $285. This sum is what the General Services Administration states is the ceiling for a gift of minimal value. The GSA raises this threshold every three years. All gifts tendered by a foreign government at a single event to you and to your dependents are considered together in determining whether this threshold has been exceeded. However, if you receive gifts at a number of distinct occasions, you do not have to tally together the value of the gifts received at the different occasions, even if the gifts were from the same person. In some instances, it may cause embarrassment to reject a gift when it has been presented to you. What to do in those instances is discussed below. On the other hand, if the gift is worth less than $285, then you do not have refuse accepting it, but you may refuse it, if you believe that is the appropriate course of conduct.

Gifts of Minimal Value. If you receive a gift of minimal value, you should make a note or other memorandum that states when, where, who gave it to you (agency and person, if known), what was given to you, the approximate US retail value, and how you calculated that value. We recommend keeping your note for the longer of the time that you keep the gift or for a minimum of five years.

The Air Force Instruction states that you must take reasonable steps to determine the US retail value of the item. You can do this by looking for similar items in catalogues, Internet shopping, and price comparisons at the Base Exchange. You also may have the item appraised. In any case, you should consult with your ethics counselor on the process that you have used or intend to use.

If the Gift Exceeds the Minimal Value. Where it appears that you are being offered a gift of more than minimal value, like a piece of crystal or an expensive watch, then you should advise the person tendering the object that United States’ law prohibits you or your dependents from accepting the gift. If telling the donor this may offend or embarrass them or if it could adversely affect the foreign relations of the United States, the gift becomes the property of the United States upon acceptance by you.

At this point, you must seek approval to keep the item locally or obtain advice on its proper disposition. As the gifts are the property of the United States, they must be deposited with the Air Force within 60 days. This allows the Air Force to return the item to the donor, if that is appropriate. You may request approval for the Air Force to retain the item for official use, or you may request that the Air Force dispose of the item. Options for disposition include your purchase of the item or your recommendation as to how the item should be disposed. The Air Force may coordinate the ultimate disposition of the item with the GSA. The request for retention by the Air Force or for approval of your recommended disposition, or for instructions on disposition, should be sent to HQ AFPC/DPPPRS, 550 C Street West, Suite 12, Randolph AFB TX 78150-4714. This request should be made within 60 days of your receipt of the item.

If you ask to buy the item, you will be required to pay United States retail value for the item if the gift exceeds minimal value. The valuation procedures discussed above for gifts of less than minimal value apply for more expensive gifts as well.

If you have questions, please ask your ethics counselor, the 497th CTS Staff Judge Advocate, at 6750-2301/2378.
