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All the President’s Money 
What does the commander-in-chief do when he wants to buy a burger? Our columnist digs into the White House expense account.
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May 9 - The president was in ranch mode a few weeks ago, so I called Nick Spanos to get the inside scoop. Spanos is the owner of The Coffee Station, which is pretty much the only restaurant in Crawford. The president is well known for popping in for a cheeseburger after a few hours clearing brush (as he tells it) or milking male horses (as the First Lady tells it).
So I asked Spanos the obvious question: Who pays for the president’s Texas burgers? “The president always pays; he never lets us buy him lunch,” Spanos said. “The president always picks up the check. But one time, he was in here with Colin Powell and his wife and Colin pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. And then the president pulled out a couple of twenties. And they were fighting over the check! But the president ended up paying and he left a very generous tip.”
Yes, very generous, I told Spanos. Generous with your money, that is. We all know that the president earns a nice salary of $400,000 per year, but did you know that the president also has a taxpayer-funded expense account? I didn’t either, but I was reading the United States Code the other day (what? You don’t read the U.S. Code? What kind of American are you?) and there it was in Title 3, Section 102, “Compensation of the President.”
“The President shall receive . . . compensation of $400,000 a year, to be paid monthly, and in addition, an expense allowance of $50,000 to assist in defraying expenses relating to or resulting from the discharge of his official duties.”
This presidential expense account was created in 1949. It’s meant to allow the president to, say, order a pizza if he’s working late and the White House chef has closed the kitchen, or if he’s at a Cleveland diner to promote his Social Security proposal, and he wants to console an 85-year-old retiree with a cup of coffee. That’s a business expense (although we can argue whether it’s legitimate or not).
But the legislative history buried in 3USC102 (as we insiders call it) included this tantalizing footnote: “Act [of] Jan. 19. 1949 gave President a yearly expense account of $50,000 for which he was to make no accounting.”
An expense account with no bookkeeping? That’s not an expense account, it’s a slush fund! As someone who has spent the last 20 years perfecting the art of having expense accounts cover virtually all of my living expenditures, I was offended. I have to scramble to collect all kinds of receipts—from cabs, from restaurants, from strip clubs (where I entertain clients) and from furniture stores (where I buy couches and tables on which I occasionally write this column) but the nation’s ultimate traveling salesman not only doesn’t have to collect receipts, he doesn’t even have to fill out an expense form.

In light of what happened in Detroit last week—when the mayor rang up $210,000 on his city-issued credit card to wine and dine business leaders—I was concerned that the White House’s lack of bookkeeping could be just as ripe for abuse. I mean, just like the president, Detroit Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick famously doesn’t drink alcohol—yet the Detroit Free Press revealed that thousands of dollars on his credit card bills were for beers, Malibu Rum drinks, Glenlivet whiskey, Chambord liqueur and even a bottle of expensive Moet & Chandon Nectar Imperial champagne. That’s pretty fancy stuff for a teetotaler. In fact, it was so questionable that former Mayor Dennis Archer told the paper, “It could have been avoided if there had been some checks and balances.”
I decided it was time for someone to be a check and balance on presidential expense abuse. And I decided that I was going to be that check and balance. And then I learned that it didn’t matter what I wanted. I called the White House to find out what the president has been buying, but was booted around like a hackysack at a Grateful Dead concert. No matter whom I called, I was transferred back to the White House press office, where a very nice woman named Erin Healy treated me like very nice women have always treated me.
“I really have nothing to tell you,” she said. “We’re not required to give any accounting.”
So I pulled out my trump card: A minor provision of the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2005 states that “any unused amount [of the expense account] shall revert to the Treasury pursuant to section 1552 of title 31, United States Code.” I sprung it on Healy, but like plenty of women before her, she was entirely unimpressed with me. “All I can say is that we return a lot of money to the Treasury every year,” she said.
Certainly if she knew it was “a lot,” someone—a bean counter in some windowless office in the Old Executive Office Building, perhaps—would be able to quantify “a lot.” But Healy became just the latest woman in my life who refused to give me what I wanted.
So I called my friends at the U.S. Treasury. After all, if the White House is writing a check every year for “a lot” of money, someone at Treasury must be cashing it, right?
“I really can’t help you,” the spokeswoman, Brookly McLaughlin, said. I asked the question 10 different ways, and the answer was always the same: “I really can’t help you.” (Someone had gotten to that woman. Someone named Erin Healy, I surmised.)
I started calling everyone I could think of: The supposedly non-partisan White House Office of Management and Administration (which administers the expense account), the Secretary of the Senate (which drafts the bill every year that appropriates the expense account), the Government Accountability Office (which examines expenditures of public funds for the Congress), the Office of Management and Budget (which is supposed to do the same thing for the president), the office of the White House counsel (where I filed a Freedom of Information Law request that was very aggressively ignored), and I even called former chiefs-of-staff for President Bill Clinton (who certainly ordered plenty of pizzas in his days as commander-in-sheets).
Even Leon Panetta, who is so ethically clean that I could hear him squeaking on the phone, didn’t know how the expense account worked on a day-to-day basis. “Frankly, this is one of those funds that the president kind of operates on his own,” Panetta told me. “I’d like to think there are some receipts. This is the taxpayers’ money, after all, not the president’s.”
Somehow, though, it’s hard to imagine the Leader of the Free World making sure to get a receipt at The Coffee Station, or, even less probably, at the samobsluzhavanie near the Kremlin when he wants to take Vlad Putin out to lunch.
“There’s no way he has to take receipts,” said Bradley Patterson, who worked in the White House for 14 years under three presidents (all Republican). “Can you think of a worse waste of the president’s time?” (Well, I thought the invasion of Iraq was pretty much a waste of time, but let’s put that aside for a second.)
Patterson told me that the expense account was, indeed, a slush fund. “I’m sure the way it works is that the Office of Management disburses $1,000 into the president’s personal account every week and says, ‘We don’t want to know.’” (Does that mean the president goes to the ATM? Unlikely.)
In the end, all I’d proven is that the president has a taxpayer-provided $50,000 slush fund about which you and I aren’t allowed to ask. No wonder he’s such a generous tipper.
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