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Army Lodging Program Eyed As Model For All DoD

The Defense Department is considering a lodging program that would contract directly with hotels to save money, much as an Army program does now.

Members of a team designing the Pentagon’s Commercial Lodging Management program said the Defense program may resemble the Army Lodging Success program in several ways.

Annie Fowler, section head for the Navy’s lodging policy and resources office, said cutting out a contractor that serves as a middleman with hotels lets the military save significant amounts of money. The savings vary by location, depending on hotel costs and per diem rates.

The Navy Elite lodging program hired Sato Travel to strike deals with hotels to provide rooms for the Navy's travelers. Sato receives a 10 percent commission on each room night it books for the Navy.

But a recent study by the General Services Administration found that contracting individually with hotels is too complicated. A board GSA created to suggest ways to reform the way per diem rates are set said it would be much simpler for GSA to hire a contractor instead of signing deals with hotels one at a time.

Navy transportation manager Vince Aquilino said much of the Defense-wide program’s requirements are not yet known, which causes him to question the program’s feasibility.

For example, Aquilino said, the Army Lodging Success program now has four people running its 20 hotels. A Defense program would need more than 200 hotels, and the team assembling the program does not know how many workers would be needed to run it, Aquilino said.

Dee Geise, program management analyst for Army Lodging Success and chairwoman of the team designing the Defense program, said the Army contracts with hotels with high quality rankings and locations near military installations and other places where military personnel frequently travel. Hotels also must meet safety and security requirements. Army Lodging Success prefers to choose hotels that offer features such as in-room desks, fitness centers, free parking and free local calls.

"We don’t just go for the lowest cost," Geise said.

But the Army requires hotels to charge its employees less than the per diem rate. The discounts range from 10 percent to 20 percent and vary from location to location.

Fowler said the Defense program would also get hotels to offer per diem discounts varying by area, though she said the team has not yet agreed on how much the discounts might be.

Aquilino said travel reimbursement would be limited to what is charged by participating hotels, making it impossible for travelers to stay in hotels other than those contracted with the Defense lodging program.

Army Lodging Success charges hotels a $3 fee for every room night. Hotels pass that cost on to the military traveler.

Geise expects the Defense program to raise money through a similar fee system.

A five-person team is in the early stages of designing the program, which is intended to serve all Defense employees and may replace programs run by individual branches, such as Army Lodging Success and Navy Elite.

The design team - made up of a representative from each branch of the military and one from the Office of the Secretary of Defense - was formed by the Business Initiatives Council in January, a month after the secretaries of each service approved the plan to create a Defense-wide lodging program. The council was created by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld to encourage more use of business-like practices by Defense agencies.

Fowler said the team is now deciding its charter and methods.

The team will next meet in early August, Fowler said.

The first part of the lodging program is scheduled to debut in January. Other milestones, including the deadline to complete the entire program, have not yet been set.

