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It's a scene we've become accustomed to: a former president disembarking from Air Force One (or its

successor), ready to engage in global diplomacy, attend a summit, or perhaps deliver a high-profile speech.

But have you ever paused to consider who foots the bill for these continued travels and engagements? The

answer is multifaceted and often shrouded in a degree of complexity that warrants closer examination.

The life of a U.S. president doesn't simply revert to that of an ordinary citizen upon leaving office. They

remain figures of immense global stature, often called upon for their insights, experience, and diplomatic

gravitas. The logistics of supporting these former leaders – including their travel – involves a mix of

government funding, private resources, and the intricate dance of political optics. So, let's delve into the

details of who pays for ex-presidents' travel, dissecting the sources of funding, exploring the controversies,

and understanding the rationale behind the ongoing support.

The Former Presidents Protection Act: A Foundation of Support

At the heart of the discussion about funding former presidents' activities lies the Former Presidents

Protection Act (FPPA). Passed in 2012, this law is the cornerstone of the U.S. government's commitment to

ensuring the safety and well-being of former presidents, their spouses, and their children under the age of

16. While the FPPA primarily focuses on security, it also indirectly addresses aspects of travel funding.

Originally, the Secret Service provided lifetime protection to all former presidents and their spouses.

However, amendments over the years have altered the scope of this protection, primarily driven by cost

considerations. The 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act limited Secret Service

protection to a period of 10 years after leaving office for presidents who took office after January 1, 1997.

President George W. Bush was the first to be affected by this change. However, in 2012, Congress

reinstated lifetime protection for all former presidents, effectively reversing the 1994 amendment. This

reinstatement was largely motivated by concerns about the increasing threats faced by former presidents in

an increasingly volatile world.

The protection provided under the FPPA is not merely symbolic. It involves a dedicated security detail that

accompanies the former president on their travels, both domestic and international. This security detail

necessitates logistical support, including transportation, accommodation, and communication infrastructure.

While the FPPA doesn't explicitly allocate funds for all travel expenses, the security component inherently

covers a significant portion, particularly when travel is deemed necessary for the former president's safety.



Government Funding: Beyond the Secret Service

Beyond the security-related travel covered under the FPPA, former presidents are also eligible for other

forms of government funding that can indirectly support their travel activities. The most prominent of these

is the allowance provided under the Former Presidents Act of 1958. This act provides former presidents

with a pension, office staff, and funding for office expenses.

The pension is equivalent to the salary of a cabinet secretary and is adjusted annually. The office staff and

expense allowance, while intended for maintaining an office and conducting official business, can

indirectly facilitate travel. For example, the staff might be responsible for coordinating travel arrangements,

conducting research for speeches or meetings, or managing logistics related to the former president's

engagements. The office expense allowance can also cover travel-related costs such as communications,

printing, and postage.

It's important to note that the use of these funds is subject to certain restrictions and oversight. While

former presidents have considerable discretion in how they allocate their office expense allowance, they are

expected to adhere to ethical guidelines and avoid using the funds for purely personal or political purposes.

The General Services Administration (GSA) is responsible for overseeing the implementation of the

Former Presidents Act and ensuring that funds are used appropriately.

Private Funding: A Complex Landscape

While government funding provides a baseline of support, former presidents often rely on private funding

to supplement their activities, particularly when it comes to travel. This can take various forms, including

speaking fees, book royalties, foundation grants, and personal wealth.

Speaking Fees: Former presidents are highly sought-after speakers, commanding significant fees for

their appearances at conferences, corporate events, and universities. These speaking engagements often

involve travel, and the fees can cover not only the president's travel expenses but also those of their

staff.

Book Royalties: Writing memoirs and other books is a common pursuit for former presidents, and the

royalties generated from these publications can provide a substantial source of income. This income can

then be used to fund travel for book tours, promotional events, and research purposes.

Foundation Grants: Many former presidents establish their own foundations, which focus on various

philanthropic causes. These foundations often receive grants from individuals, corporations, and other

foundations. These grants can be used to fund travel related to the foundation's activities, such as site

visits, conferences, and partnerships with other organizations.

Personal Wealth: Some former presidents, particularly those who had successful careers before

entering politics, have considerable personal wealth. They can choose to use their own funds to cover



travel expenses, either for personal travel or for activities related to their post-presidency engagements.

The reliance on private funding raises several ethical considerations. There is always the potential for

conflicts of interest if former presidents accept funding from individuals or organizations that have a vested

interest in influencing their opinions or actions. Transparency is crucial in mitigating these risks. Former

presidents should disclose the sources of their private funding and ensure that their activities are consistent

with ethical guidelines.

Controversies and Criticisms: A Question of Accountability

The funding of former presidents' travel has been a subject of ongoing debate and criticism. Critics argue

that the level of government support is excessive, particularly in light of the substantial private income that

some former presidents generate. They also raise concerns about the lack of transparency and

accountability in the use of public funds.

One common criticism is that the office expense allowance provided under the Former Presidents Act is too

generous and lacks sufficient oversight. Critics argue that the funds are sometimes used for purposes that

are not directly related to official business, such as personal travel or political activities. They call for

stricter guidelines and greater transparency in the use of these funds.

Another area of concern is the cost of Secret Service protection. As former presidents age, their security

needs may increase, leading to higher costs for personnel, equipment, and travel. Critics question whether

lifetime protection is always necessary, particularly for former presidents who have significant private

resources and are not actively engaged in high-profile activities.

The ethical implications of private funding also come under scrutiny. Critics argue that accepting large

speaking fees or donations from corporations or foreign governments can create the appearance of

impropriety and undermine the integrity of the office of the president. They call for stricter regulations on

private funding and greater transparency in the financial dealings of former presidents.

Striking a Balance: The Rationale for Continued Support

Despite the criticisms, there are compelling arguments for continuing to provide support for former

presidents' travel. Former presidents possess a unique level of experience and expertise that can be valuable

in addressing global challenges, promoting U.S. interests, and advancing humanitarian causes. Their ability

to engage with world leaders, participate in international forums, and advocate for policy changes can have

a significant impact.

Furthermore, former presidents serve as important symbols of American democracy. Their continued

engagement in public life reinforces the values of civic participation, leadership, and service. Providing



them with the resources to travel and participate in these activities allows them to continue to contribute to

the national conversation and inspire future generations.

The key is to strike a balance between providing adequate support and ensuring accountability and

transparency. This requires a careful consideration of the appropriate level of government funding, the

ethical guidelines for private funding, and the mechanisms for oversight and enforcement.

Expert Advice and Best Practices

Navigating the complexities of funding former presidents' travel requires careful planning, adherence to

ethical guidelines, and a commitment to transparency. Here are some expert tips and best practices for

former presidents and their staff:

Develop a comprehensive travel policy: This policy should outline the criteria for determining when

travel is necessary and appropriate, the procedures for obtaining approval for travel expenses, and the

guidelines for documenting and reporting travel costs.

Establish clear ethical guidelines: These guidelines should address potential conflicts of interest,

restrictions on accepting private funding, and the appropriate use of government funds.

Maintain meticulous records: All travel expenses should be carefully documented and reported in

accordance with applicable regulations. This includes receipts, invoices, and other supporting

documentation.

Seek independent legal and ethical advice: Former presidents and their staff should consult with

independent legal and ethical experts to ensure that their activities are in compliance with all applicable

laws and regulations.

Be transparent with the public: Former presidents should be transparent about their travel activities

and the sources of funding that support them. This includes disclosing speaking fees, book royalties,

and donations to their foundations.

By following these best practices, former presidents can ensure that their travel activities are conducted in

an ethical, transparent, and accountable manner.

FAQ: Your Questions Answered

Q: Do all former presidents receive the same level of funding for travel?

A: No. The level of funding can vary depending on factors such as the former president's activities, security

needs, and personal wealth.

Q: Can former presidents use their office expense allowance for personal travel?



A: No. The office expense allowance is intended for official business and cannot be used for purely

personal travel.

Q: Are there any restrictions on the types of private funding that former presidents can accept?

A: Yes. Former presidents should avoid accepting funding from individuals or organizations that have a

vested interest in influencing their opinions or actions.

Q: Who is responsible for overseeing the use of government funds by former presidents?

A: The General Services Administration (GSA) is responsible for overseeing the implementation of the

Former Presidents Act and ensuring that funds are used appropriately.

Q: How can the public find out more about the travel activities of former presidents?

A: Information about the travel activities of former presidents is often available through public records,

news reports, and the websites of their foundations.

Conclusion: Balancing Legacy and Responsibility

The question of who pays for ex-presidents' travel is far from a simple one. It involves a complex interplay

of government funding, private resources, ethical considerations, and the enduring legacy of the highest

office in the land. While criticisms regarding the cost and transparency of these arrangements are valid and

warrant ongoing scrutiny, it's crucial to recognize the unique role former presidents play on the global stage

and the value they bring to public discourse.

Ultimately, ensuring that former presidents can continue to contribute their expertise and experience while

maintaining accountability and ethical standards requires a balanced approach. This involves clear

guidelines, transparent reporting, and a commitment to responsible stewardship of both public and private

resources.

What do you think? Is the current system for funding ex-presidents' travel fair and effective? What changes,

if any, would you recommend?
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