
r-~~·--:~· I' '. . . 
! 

SERVANTS OF INDIA SOCIETY'S LIBRARY, 
". .. '.; . 
PO~A 4 '%.. _ 

N2-' J N~ ... 
. ct .• No.X 7,: 874 73 F Date 'of release for loan 

Ac. NC!. ~2S8g 7 . . 
. . 

This book should be returned' on or before the date 
last mentioned .below •. 

Failure to compl, will infJolve cancellation of the 
Borrower's Card andf~~/eiture oidePosit. • ~ 

i 

i 
j 
I 

I 
I 

I. 
t 
I I 

I 

A. B. P,P.] 

It ... 



THE LEGAL STATUS AND FUNCTIONS 
OF 

THE GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 
OF THE 

NATIONAL GOVERNMENT 



". 

" ; , 

. THE INSTITUTE FOR GOVERNMENT RESEARCH 

Washington, D. C. 

The Institute for Government Research is an association of citi
zens for cooperating with public officials in the scientific study of 
government with a view to promoting efficiency and economy in its 
operations'and advancing the science of administration. It aims to 
bring into existence such information and materials as will aid in 
the formation of public opinion and will assist officials, particularly 
those of the national government, in their efforts to put the public 
administration upon a more efficient basis. 

To this end, it seeks by the thoroughgoing study and examination 
of the best administrative practice, public and private, American 
an~..foreign, to formulate those principles which lie at the basis of all 
'o~!t~!1ministration, and to determine their proper adaptation to the 
. ;pe¥.;·~eeds of our public administration. 

Tlie!I!Ii:~mplishment of specific reforms the Institute recognizes to 
" be UJe·tas,!tl:0f those who are charged with the responsibility of legis
, lation 'ana;ladministration; but it seeks to assist, by scientific study 

and rFst!,ili~h, in laying a solid foundation of information and experi
enc~ up'on;which such reforms may be successfully built. 

~ ,., W.lri,l(i: "some of the Institute's studies find application only in the 
",form ,of practical cooperation with the administration officers directly 

concerned, many are of interest to other administrators and of gen
eral educational value. The results of such studies the Institute pur
poses to publish in such form as will insure for them the widest 
possible utilization. 

Officers 

Robert S. Brookings, 
Chairman 

Harold G. Moulton, 

Robert S. Brookings 
Frederic A. Delano 
George Eastman 

Frederic A. Delano, 
Treasurer 

Trustees 

Raymond B. Fosdick 
Frank]. Goodnow 
Jerome D. Greene 
Vernon Ketlogg 

Director 

W. F. Willoughby 

Editor 

F. W. Powell 

• Vice-Chairman 

John C. Merriam 
Harold G. Moulton 
L S. Rowe 



INSTITUTE FOR GOVERNMENT RESEARCH 

STUDIES IN ADMINISTRATION) r" 

THE LEGAL STATUS AND FUNCTIONS 
OF 

THE GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 
OF THE 

NATIONAL GOVERNMENT 

BY 

W. F. WILLOUGHBY 
DIRECl'OK, IIiSTITUTE FOIl GOVEIlIIMEIiT RESEAIlCH 

THE JOHNS HOPKINS PRESS 
BALTIMORE MARYLAND 

1927 



COPYIlIGHT, 1927, BY 

THE INSTITUTE FOR GOVERNMENT RESEARCH 

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

X 7; '6 7 . 73, d N 2 : ~. N 2 

¢O, lotI) ~Alfilllore (pte .. 
BllIDlO", MD., v. 8. .. 



PUBLICATIONS OF THE 
INSTITUTE FOR GOVERNMENT RESEARCH 

STUDIES IN ADMINISTRATION. 
De SylteDa of I'iDaDcial Ac1miDistratioD of Gleat BritaiL 

By W. F. WilIoaghby. W. W. Willoughby. aDd S. M. LiDdsay. 
378pp.$J. 

The Budget: A. TraII8Iatiou. 
By Rene Stoorm. 648 pp. $4-

TJae CaaadiaB Budgetary System. 
By IL Co Villard and W. W. Willoughby. J90 pp. $3-

The Problem of • Katicmal Budget. 
By W. F. Willoughby. 234 pp. $3-

The JlovemeDt for Budgetary Jtefonn in the States. 
'By W. F. Willoughby. 266 pp. $3-

Teachers' PeuaioD Systema in the United States. 
By Paul Studeosky. 474 pp. $3-

Organizec1 Efforta for the Impronment of Jletboda of AamhUstra
tioD in the United States. 

By Gustavus A Weber. 408 pp. $3-
The Federal Senice: A Study of the System of PenoDDei Ad

miDistratioa of the United States Gcwenunent. 
By Lewis Mayers. 624 pp. $s. • 

The Jt~anisatioa of the Adminiatratin Bruch of the Katicmal 
GoYenuneat. 

By W. F. Willoughby. 314 pp. $3-
The DeYelopment of Katicmal AdminiatratiYe Organiutioa in the 

United States. 
By Lloyd M. Short. 531 lIP· $s. 

The Statistieal Work of the Katicmal GoYenunent. 
By Laareoc:e F. Sc:hmedtebier. S90 pp. $s. 

llauual of Ac:eoUD&iDg ad JteportiDg for the Operating Senices 
of the Katin" GoYenunent. 

By Henry P.Seidemaun. 421 pp. $5. 
TIle KatiOllal GoYenuneat ad Public Health. 

By James A Tobey. 441 pp. SJ. 
The Katiollal Budget System. with Suggestions for Its improve

ment. 
By W. F. Willoughby. 359 pp. $3-

The Department of Justice of the United States. 
By Albert Langeluttig. 334 pp. $3-

'IlIe Len) Staru 8DCI FuaetioDS of the General Ac:eouating Office. 
By W. F. Willougbby. 204 pp. $3-

PRINCIPLES OF ADMINISTRATION. 
PriDc:iple8 GoftnliDg the JtetiremeDt of Public Employees. 

By Lewis Meriam. soB pp. $3-
PriDciple8 of GoYenameat Purcbaabag. 

By Arthur G. Thomas. 290 pp. $J. 
PriIldple8 ef Goftmmeat Ac:eouatiDg ad JteportiDg. 

By Francis Oakey. s82 pp. $s. 
PriDdple8 of PenDDDel AdmiDimatiOll. 

By Arthur W. Procter. 256 pp. $3-



PUBLICATIONS OF THE 
INSTITUTE FOR GOVERNMENT RESEARCH 

SERVICE MONOGRAPHS OF THE UNITED 
STATES GOVERNMENT. 

The Geological Survey. 174 pp. Out of print. 
The Reclamation Service. 190 pp. Out of print. 
The Bureau of Mines. 174 pp. $1. 
The Alaskan Engineering Commission. 134 pp. $1. 
The Tariff Commission. 84 pp. $1. 
The Federal Board for Vocational Education. 86 pp. $1. 
The Federal Trade Commission. 92 pp. $1. 
The Steamboat-Inspection Service. 142 pp. $1. 
The Weather Bureau. 100 pp. $1. 
The Public Health Service. 312 pp. $2. 
The National Park Service. 184 pp. $1. 
The Employees' Compensation Commission. g8 pp. $1. 
The General Land Office. 236 pp. $1.50. 
The Bureau of Education. 172 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Navigation. 136 pp. $1. 
The Coast and Geodetic Survey. 120 pp. $1. 
The Federal Power Commissiou. 138 pp. $1. 
The Interstate Commerce Commission. 182 pp. $1. 
The Railroad Labor Board. 96 pp. $1. 
The Division of Conciliation. 48 pp. $1. 
The Children's Bureau. 95 pp. $1. 
The Women's Bureau. 44 pp. $1.· 
The Office of the Supervising Architect. ISO pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Pensions. ISO pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Internal Revenue. 283 pp. $1.50. 
The Bureau of Public Roads. 134 pp. $1. 
The Office of the Chief of Engineers. 178 pp. $1. 
The United States Employment Service. 142 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 192 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Immigration. 260 pp. $1.50. 
The Patent Office. 139 pp. $1. 
The Oflice ·of Experiment Stations. 190 pp. $1. 
The Customs. Service. 203 pp. $1.50. 
The Federal Farm Loan Bureau. 171 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Standards. 314 pp. $2-
The Government Priuting Office. ISS pp. $1. 
The Bureau of the Mint. 102 pp. $1. 
The Office of the Comptroller of the Currency. 96 pp. $1. 
The Naval Observatory. 113 pp. $1. 
The Lighthouse Service. 170 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Animal Industry. 202 pp. $1.50. 
The Hydrographic Office. 124 pp. $1. 
The Bureau of Naturalization. 120 pp. $1. 
The Panama Canal 430 pp. $2.50. 
The Medicsl Department of the Army. 17J pp. $1.50. 
The General Accounting Office. (In Press.) 



PREFACE 

The Budget and Accounting Act, I92I, contained two 
distinct parts, the one providing for the e~tablishment of 
a budget system for the national government and the 
other for an independent General Accounting Office, 
presided over by a Comptroller General, wpich, in addi
tion to taking over the duties then being performed by 
the Comptroller of the Treasury and the six Auditors 
for the Departments, had imposed upon it other exceed
ingly important functions. Though these two parts are 
so distinct that they could have been made the subject 
matter of separate bills without making a change in their 
wording, they had the common purpose of strengthening 
and making more effective general, or overhead control 
of the administration of the financial affairs of the 
national government. Part I, having to do with the 
establishment of a budget system, sought to achieve this 
end by centralizing in the hands of the President respon
sibility for the determination of the requests that should 
be made upon Congress for the grant of funds and by 
giving him the special agency, in the Bureau of the 
Budget, through which he might meet this responsibility. 
Part II, having to do with the. establishment of the 
General Accounting Office, sought to strengthen the 
hands of Congress in performing its duties as a board 
of directors by giving to it an agency which should be 
independent of the executive departments and directly 
responsible to it, through which it could assure itself that 
its orders as contained in general statutes and appropria
tion acts were being rigidly complied with. The two 
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viii PREFACE 

agencies, the Bureau of the Budget and the General 
Accounting Office, thus constitute two great organs for 
financial control, the one serving as an agency for execu
tive control and the other as an agency for legislative 
control. 

In his volume on "The N alional Budget System: 
With Suggestions for Its Improvement," recently pub
lished, the author lias described the action that has been 
taken in putting into effect the first part of the Budget 
and Accounting Act, the manner in which the system 
thus established has worked in practice, and what steps 
in his opinion still remain to be taken to perfect the 
system. In the present volume he is attempting to do 
the same thing for the second part of the act. The two 
volumes are thus intended to supplement each other, and 
together show how this great problem of financial con
trol is being met by the national government and the 
further action required in order that the methods of its 
solution may be perfected. 

To one who has not studied the subject, the organiza
tion and work of such an agency as the General Account
ing Office might seem to involve little more than a study 
in the technique of accounting and thus to be of value 
only to those interested in the details of administrative 
procedure. In point of fact the establishment of this 
agency has given rise to questions of the most profound 
political moment. It has brought into the domain of the 
practical administration ,of public affairs such funda
mental problems as the separation of powers, the distinc
tion between executive and administrative functions, the 
extent to which final powers of control over administra
tive action should, or constitutionally can, be vested in 
a legislative agency, the authority whose rulings in 
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respect to the construction of important features of 
public law should be followed by the administrative ser
vices, whether that authority should be the Attorney 
General of the United States or the Comptroller General 
of the United States, and the power of the courts to 
review administrative determinations. On these funda
mental issues it is hardly an exaggeration to say that 
the government at the present time is split in two, both 
as regards the situation from the legal standpoint and 
from what is desirable in the interest of the efficient 
conduct of public affairs. It is doubtful whether as grave 
issues of public policy in respect to the operation of the 
government have arisen in many years. Certainly the 
author knows of none which have arisen within his 
experience, which has extended back over a period of 
more than thirty years: 

It is to these issues that the present volume is almost 
exclusively devoted, since the details of the history, 
organization, and procedure of the General Accounting 
Office are given in another volume published by the 
Institute· for Government Research in its series of Ser
vice Monographs of the United States Government. It 
is hoped that this study will assist in the solution of these 
problems even if the action recommended by the author 
does not in all cases commend itself to those having 
responsibility for action. 

W. F. WILLOUGHBY. 



CONTENTS 
CHAPTER PAGB 

Preface vii 
I. Legal Status of the General Accounting Office . I 

II. General Function of the General Accounting Office as 
an Organ of Legislative Control of the Adminis-
tration 17 

III. Control of Treasury Receipts and· Issues . 22 

IV. Settlement and Adjustment of Claims Against the 
Government 2S 

V. Scope of Authority of the Comptroller General in the 
Settlement and Adjustment of Claims Against the 
Government 39 

VI. Direct Settlement and Adjustment of Claims in the 
General Accounting Office as a General Practice. 62 

VII. Settlement and Adjustment of Claims Due the Govern-
ment • 70 

VIII. Enforcement of Collection of Claims Due the Govern-
ment . IOI 

IX. Accounting and Reporti~g . 109 
X. Control of Contracting 136 

XI. Need for a Congressional. Committee on Public 
Accounts • 139 

XII. Status and Functions of Disbursing Officers . 147 
XIII. The Comptroller General and the Courts . 1 S9 
XIV. Conclusion. . . . . . . . 171 

Appendix: Important Provisions of Law Affecting the 
General Accounting Office. 

Index 

xi 

179 
. 191 



INDEX 
Accountable warrants, definition of, 

23, 2S; issue of, 26. 
Accounts, prescription of system of, 

for operating services, IDg-19; need 
for one oentral system of, U9-35, 
174; accrual basis of, proposed, 
112, 122; classification of, by o1:l
ject of expenditure, uS; standardi· 
zation of forms of,. 116-17; -need 
for congressional committee on. 
139-46, 177-78; needed changes in 
system of, indicated, 117-35; cen
tral, kept by Division of Book
keeping and Warrants, 126-27, 132-
33, by Treasurer, 126, 128-29. 

Administrative audit, definition of, 
63-64. 

Allotment accounts, provision for, 
113· 

Appraisers of Customs. See Customs 
Court. 

Appropriation accounts, central, de
scription of, 126-27. 

Appropriation heads in accounting 
system, 113, 175. 

Appropriation ledger, description of, 
in General Accounting Office, 12fl-
27; in Division of Bookkeeping and 
Warrants, 127, 130-131. 

Attorney general, binding character 
of opinions of, 4, 4G-61; on trans
portation accounts, 53-60; on 
powers and duties of Comptroller 
General and Secretary of Treasury, 
79-80; power of, as against Comp
troller General, 176. 

Audit, administrative. See Adminis
trative Audit. . 

Audit of receipts. See Claims Due 
Government. 

Audit of disbursements. See Claims 
Against Government. 

191 

Auditing officers, duties of, before 
passage of Budget and Accounting 
Act, 17-18.. . 

Auditor of Philippine Islands, de
cision of Supreme Court concern
ing, 81-82. 

Auditors of Treasury department, 
General Accounting Office as
sumes duties of, I; legal status of, 
2-3. 

Balance Sheet, need for, 121. 
Beck, James M., on power of re

moval by President, 4, 15-16: 
Bids. See Contracts. 
BOard of General Appraisers. See 

Custonu; Couri. 
Board of Tax Appeals, duties of, 

74. go. 
Bookkeeping and Warrants Division, 

accounts kept by, 127, 131-132; re
ports by, 128-29. 

Budget and Accounting Act, 1921, 
provisions of, I, 5, 13, 19-20; text 
of, 185-89. 

Budget B'ureau, contracting law pre
pared by, 138; relation of, to Presi
dent, 18; reports of, 129. 

Bureau of Internal Revenue, settle
ment of claims by, 93-97; reor
ganization of, 97-98. . 

Bureau of Standards, work of, in 
drafting contracting law, 138. 

Capital outlay, as distinguished 
from expense, 114-

Chindblom, Representative, bill of, 
for Treasury settlement of cus
toms claims, 83n, 84n. 

Oaims Against Government, adjust
ment and settlement of, 25-32, 36-
3~ 39-69, 176. . 

Oaims Due Government, settlement 
and adjustment of, 70-100, 176-77. 



INDEX 

Claims, Court of. See Court of 
Claims. 

Oaims, Veterans' Bureau. See Vet
erans' Burea~ Claims. 

Classification of accounts, IlS, 122-
23, 127, 174-75. 

Committee on Public Accounts 
(British), work of, 24, 141-44- See 
also Congressional Committee on 
Accounts. 

Comptroller General, appointment of, 
6-7; as agent of Congress, 12-13, 
18-20; authority of, in settlement 
of claims against the government, 
39-69; of claims due the govern
ment, 70-108; authority of, to pre
scribe accounting system, 100-35; 
control of contracting by, 136-38; 
control of disbursing officers' ac
counts by, 147-58; decisions of, 
27-29; powers and duties of, 6-7, 
18-20, 25-26; relations of with the 
courts, 159-70; status of, I, 8-10. 

Comptroller of Customs, duties of, 
75-76, 78. 

Comptroller of the Treasury, Gen
eral Accounting Office takes over 
duties of, I; functions of; 3. 

Congress, General Accounting Office 
as advisor and aid to, 18-21. 

Congressional Committee on Ac
counts, need for, 139-46, 177-78. 

Contracts, control of, 136-38. 
Court of Qaims, decisions of, 164-

70; establishment of, 163. 
Court of Customs Appeals, decisions 

of, 76-77; duties of, 87 i function 
of, go. 

Couzens Committee on Investigation 
of Bureau of Internal Revenue, re
port of, 93-97. 

Courts, decisions' of" concerning ac
tion of Comptroller General, IS9-
70. 

Customs, Comptrollers of. See 
Comptrollers of Customs. 

Customs Court, review of action of 
Collector of Customs, 76, 87. 

Customs Receipts, audit of, 75-93. 

Department of Justice. See Justice 
Department. 

Disbursements, audit of, 29-32-
Disbursing officers, duties of, 26-29 i 

location of, 62-68 i status of, 147-
58,177. 

Dockery Act, provisions of, 28, 153-
54; text of, 17!r85. 

Durell, Col. A. J. V., quoted on work 
of Public Accounts Committee, 
142,143· 

Employees' Compensation Commis
sion, creation of, 44; powers of, 
44-50. 

Exchequer and Audits Departments 
Act, Great Britain, provisions of, 
17· 

Federal Employees~ Compensation 
Commission, creation of, 44 i 
powers of, 44-50. 

Good, Representative J. W., on the 
functions of the Comptroller Gen
eral, 20. 

Great Britain, financial control in, 
14Q-43· 

House Committees on departmental 
expenditures, work of, 144-

Internal Revenue Receipts, settle
ment and adjustment of, 74-75. 

Justice Department, position of, on 
settlement of claims, 167-69. 

Madden, Martin B., quoted, on func
tion of Comptroller General, 20-21 i 
on Public Accounts Committee, 
145-46· 

Moore, Representative R. W., resolu
tion of, OD Public Accounts Com
mittee, 145. 

Myers v. United States, effect of, 
on President's power of removal, 
3, 11-12. 

Naval Officer (Customs Service). 
See Comptroller of Customs. 

Philippine Islands, Auditor of. See 
Auditor of Philippine Islands. 



INDEX 193 

Post-audit system, des~iption of, 
29-30-

Pre-aqdit system, definition of, 29-
30. 

President, authority of, over Comp
troller of Treasury, 3-4, 8-ni 
executive powers of, 31-36; use of 
Bureau of Budget, by, 18. 

President's Commission on Economy 
and Efficiency, report of, on cus
toms receipts, 92-93. 

See Congressional Committee on Ac
counis. 

Public Accounts Committee (Great 
Britain), work of, 141-# 

Receipts, audit of. See Claims Due 
the Government. 

Receipts, Customs. See Customs 
Receipts. • 

Receipts, Internal Revenue. See I n
ternal Revenue Receipts. 

Relief acts, passage of, by Congress, 
27· 

Removal of Comptroller General, 
discussion of, 8-12-

Reports, financial description of, 128-
29; laws governing, 134-3S, 178. 

Revenue accounts, description of, 
126-27. 

Revenue producing enterprises, fi
nancing of, through revolving 
funds proposed 17S. 

Secretary of the Treasury,· attitude 
of, toward authority of Comptrol
ler General, 79-93; authority of, 
over Comptroller of the Treasury, 
3-4, ISS· 

Settlement warrants, definition of, 
23; discontinuance of use of,. 17S-
76. 

Special funds, accounts with, 127. 
Standardization of accounting sys

tem, IIS-17. 
Standards Bureau, work of, in draft

ing contracting law, 138. 
Suspended payments, definition of, 

27· 

Tax Appeals, Board of. See Board 
of Tax Appeals. 

Test audits, explanation of, 98. 
Transfer warrants, definition of, 23n. 
Transportation accounts, regulation 

of General Accounting Office con
cerning, SI-52-

Treasurer of United States, ac
counts kept by, 128; duties of, 22-
24; report of, 129. 

Treasury warrants, accounts of, 127; 
definition of, 23. 

Tucker act, provisions of, concerning 
claims, 163-64-

Veterans' Bureau Oairns, pre-audit 
of,65-67· 

Warrants, countersigned by Comp
troller General, 23. 

Willoughby, W. W., on authority of 
the legislation over administration, 
32-33· 

Wilson, President, on constitution
ality of restricting the President's 
pOwer of removal, 8-10. 

Ynchausti and Co., case of Auditor 
of Philippine Islands versus, 81-82. 


