USDA/AMS/TM

Moderator: Janise Zygmont

03-24-16/1:03 pm CT

Confirmation # 560261069007

Page 1

​USDA/AMS/TM

Moderator: Janise Zygmont

March 24, 2016

1:03 pm CT

Janise Zygmont:
Welcome everyone. We’re here today to talk about the 2016 FSMIP request for applications. That announcement went out on March 10 and applications are due 11:59 pm Eastern Time on May 12, so there is a good amount of time to find your partners, find your match and put your proposal together. 

I know a number of people are pretty familiar with FSMIP either having served as reviewers before or also had FSMIP grants. And if you’ve had a chance to take a look at the RFA you’ll see that the highlights of changes - could I ask everyone to put their phone on mute please? 

Thank you. So if you had a chance to look at Page 3 of the RFA where we outline the highlights and changes for 2016 - if you’re familiar with FSMIP already - these are not earth shattering and the reason for that is that FSMIP is a very longstanding program. 

A lot of people don’t know that it was actually authorized in the 1946 Marketing Act so this program has been around for a long time. And the legislation hasn’t changed, the purpose hasn’t changed and so from year to year there aren’t a lot of changes. 

But I urge everyone on the line and who hears this recording to be sure that you read everything in the RFA because although the essence of the program hasn’t changed, there may be some changes in the application requirements in terms of forms and you’ll see that in the highlight in changes for 2016, the order in which the application needs to be put together. 

So I would urge everyone if you’re interested in FSMIP, do read the whole RFA at least once if not more than that, so you’re sure to get all the finer points of this program. 

Before we get started into the RFA I wanted to point out on Page 2 at the bottom of the RFA where it says Stakeholder Input.  This is something that all of our grant programs and probably throughout the federal government include now, and that is that if you have comments about the RFA - once you get into it, you start using it, you start preparing your application, if you have any comments for us about the RFA, if there were things that weren’t clear, things that were confusing, things that maybe you felt were left out, we would like to hear about it because each year we like to try to improve the RFA and make it as clear as possible for people, so I just wanted to point that out to you. 

Everything required to apply for this program is now on our Web site. Within AMS we’ve consolidated our Grants Division and the big word is standardization. So when you go to the AMS Web site and the Grant Web site you’ll see each of our programs looks very similar. If you go to the FSMIP Web site and you click on How to Apply, you’ll see questions and answers and links to forms that are required or optional for this 2016 RFA. 

That link should be in the RFA but you could just Google on USDA AMS FSMIP and you’ll find everything there under How to Apply. The first important thing is - and something I’ve mentioned already - is the deadline for applications which is May 12. 

Applications must be submitted via grants.gov and they have to meet that deadline in order to be considered in this competition. In looking at the RFA I’m going to go through and hit the main points, and then we can go to the Web site and I will point out those forms to you and other information that may be there, and then I’d like to open it up for questions. 

Hopefully you’ve had a chance to take a look at the RFA, and for those of you that are familiar with FSMIP, bear with me because we may have some new people on the line that haven’t looked at this opportunity before. 

I want to hit the highlights and we will go from there. Page 5 discusses the funding opportunity description.  I will read it very quickly, and the reason I want to do that is because I want to put you in the frame of mind of the type of proposals that we’re looking for and the legislative purpose of this program. 

It is different than the other AMS programs in a number of ways, but generally it’s to explore new market opportunities for U.S. food and agricultural products and encourage research and innovation aimed at improving the efficiency and performance of the U.S. agricultural marketing system. 

FSMIP funds a wide range of applied research projects that address barriers, challenges and opportunities in marketing, transportation and distributing these food products and agriculture products domestically and internationally. 

FSMIP has a very broad umbrella in terms of topics for this grant program. We don’t restrict it like our specialty crop block grant programs do to only specialty crops, and we don’t restrict it to direct marketing like our farmer’s market promotion program, or food hubs and intermediary marketing like our local food promotion program. 

This is taken from the law but, you know, it includes all these ag categories so, you know, we see livestock, dairy, grains, other commodities, processed products - the whole range including forestry products and also in recent years we’ve funded projects that deal with things not specifically mentioned in the law such as nutraceuticals, bioenergy, compost, agroforestry products and products made from agricultural residue. 

Anything that’s produced in an agricultural setting is considered eligible under FSMIP. If you don’t see your commodity listed here and you want to check you can send me an email and we can discuss. 

The project scope is very broad. We look at all levels of the marketing chain so we do direct marketing projects, wholesale projects, and retail projects but they must have a strong marketing focus and must involve research. 

The primary beneficiaries must be ag producers and agribusinesses. On occasion we’ve gotten proposals - really nice proposals that are directed towards say nutritional improvements for a target group of consumers, but that really doesn’t belong here in FSMIP. 

We focus on benefit to agribusinesses and agricultural producers. Projects may benefit small producers, large producers and everyone in between but the key thing is that our proposals can’t benefit only one business, one individual company or one individual producer. 

The projects need to have a broader application that many people can benefit from. We also focus on issues at the state and multi-state or national level.  Later on, take a look on the website at some of the projects that have been funded in the past. 

We will also consider proposals on a smaller scale that are unique and that have the potential to be innovative and have lessons learned for others. 

 In the Section 1.3.3, the Eligible Project Topics, I won’t go through those right now in detail but do read them to make sure that your project fits somewhere in at least one of those categories. 

These bullets are extracted from the law and it gives you a sense of a very broad approach and lots of things that are covered under FSMIP. Under Priority Areas are in Section 1.4.  Very briefly we look for collaborative approaches between states, academia and from stakeholders and the reason for that is that because we want projects that have a practical impact and, if there is a research component, that the project has research expertise from academia if it’s relevant to that particular project. 

We also are looking for projects that address marketing issues as they relate to the new food safety regulations. And the third bullet about creating wealth and economic opportunity - I think just about every single proposal that comes into FSMIP has that element. 

Another priority is the Promise Zone.  Check out the link to the website for more information. 

Section 1.5.4 talks about previous projects and follow up proposals. One of the things that I mentioned is that FSMIP is part of AMS and we administer a number of different grant programs. 

It’s important for us to make sure that there is no duplication in our projects and so if your FSMIP proposal builds on a project that’s been funded by another AMS program or even another USDA program award we’d like to know this, or if it’s part of a larger project or initiative or if it builds on a previously funded FSMIP project. 

Very often there are large projects and FSMIP may be able to help out with a piece of that project. It helps the reviewers to know the full picture about the bigger project, very briefly what it is and then specifically how the FSMIP piece contributes to the overall goal of that project. 

This helps reviewers and AMS get a sense of the context. We’re not trying to rule you out because you have a bigger project. We’re just trying to give you the fullest consideration to express to us how this project fits into a larger context. 

If you have a project that is following up on a previous FSMIP project or ongoing FSMIP project and it’s directly related to that project, unless you have given us the final report for that project and we have accepted it you can’t apply this year. 

If you have an outstanding FSMIP project on a totally different topic that’s still in progress but the 2016 proposal is totally new, that is okay. We just want to avoid the situation where we’re funding Phase 2 of a project when Phase 1 hasn’t been completed yet. 

Section 1.5.5 covers export oriented projects. Make sure that you’ve done your homework and take a look at what FAS has so that you’re not duplicating information or gathering information that already exists in FAS. 

This year we will have approximately $1 million to fund our projects. The projects are two years in duration but it is acceptable to complete the project early, but we will set it up for two years. 

The average award typically in recent years used to be about $50,000. Now it’s more like between $60,000 and $70,000 but the range in recent years it’s been $25,000 to $135,000.  I believe in grants.gov we said the minimum is $50,000. 

Eligible applicants in Section 3.1 - it is important to point out that the eligibility to apply directly for this program is limited to state agriculture departments, state universities, state colleges, the 1890, the 1994 colleges and universities as well as other appropriate state agencies which we define as state departments, for example a forestry, natural resources, energy, public health, etc. 

If you are not one of those groups you can’t apply directly for FSMIP, but we urge you to reach out to those eligible entities to present your project and partner with them.  Very often projects come up from nonprofits or from community groups for example. Again it has to fit within the FSMIP scope. 

Section 3.2, Partners and Collaborators - again we need to have projects that benefit multiple entities, that is agribusinesses, producers, et cetera. 

FSMIP requires a dollar-for-dollar match so you need to find - either bring those cash dollars or in-kind dollars yourself to the project, or engage partners that can help you out with bringing that match together.  It can be cash or in-kind resources. However, you cannot match with other federal funds. For example if you got a grant from another federal grant program you can’t use those funds as a match for FSMIP. 

Section 4.0 talks specifically about the application package, and there’s some information here to help you find the opportunity and the CFDA number, et cetera. 

Just want to go over the required forms and issues here under the checklist. We require you to do the 424 as with any federal application. You also must submit the 424A, and the 424B. 

The Areas Affected is an optional field in the SF-424 application form but it is a requirement for FSMIP.  It is helpful for you to show us where the benefit is.  It could be just a listing of states or counties. I’ve had applicants submit maps if it was say, a particular commodity like wheat that might be grown in several states.  They show a map just to give us a sense of the impact. 

I’ve found that the reviewers like to have that information and I think it’s important and it benefits your proposal to show that impact. Next are the application components.  I request that they be compiled under one PDF document in the order that’s listed. 

The reason for that is to facilitate review by our reviewers. If any of you who’ve served as reviewers before - you know how frustrating it is if a piece of the proposal is here, a piece of it is there and then you look at the next application and the components are in a different place. 

Having a specific order facilitates the reviewers’ evaluation of your proposal, and the comparison among proposals.  It presents your information in a logical way. Again it helps you out, and it helps the reviewers out. 

In each of these sections, (each of the bullets for the required components), there’s more elaboration in the following pages. 
You need a project narrative, a budget narrative and spreadsheet. You need some indication of the personnel who are going to work on the project, and their qualifications. 

We now have a template to verify the matching funds.  It’s linked in the RFA and available on the Web site. In the past we used to accept a letter but we have since standardized with this template. It makes it easier for you to clearly present to us where the match is coming from, the amount and what it’s for. 

The accounting system and financial capability question is also something new that needs to accompany your application. This is something that came in with the new uniform guidance, the consolidation of grant regulations.  There is a requirement that we do a risk assessment and this is our way of doing it. 

It’s just a checklist. Probably your fiscal office would fill that out and it shouldn’t take too long to do. We also require at least one and no more than three letters of support from stakeholders or beneficiaries. You must meet the requirement to have at least one letter of support. If you submit more than three you can do it but it’s not going to get you extra points.  It’s important to not send in form letters but to have substantive letters from a stakeholder or beneficiary.  Again, you need at least one to meet the requirement. 

You may be required to submit these other documents listed. If you are a state agriculture department you do not fill out the two AD forms, 3030 and 3031. 

If you are a university or a college you may have to fill that out. I can’t say but it’s something that your university or college grants office will need to look at.  These forms are statements of certification and all they require is a signature. 

The negotiated indirect cost rate agreement is required in those instances when indirect cost is involved in your project. Some proposals only involve direct cost. But if you are either bringing indirect cost as a match or you are requesting indirect cost as part of the grant funds, you need to submit your negotiated indirect cost rate agreement with your package. If you don’t have a negotiated cost rate agreement but you want to claim indirect cost or bring it as a match, you’re limited to 10%. 

The last optional bullet - housing and urban development promise zone certification form - is needed only if your project has to do with a promise zone. Section 4.3 provides details on how to fill out the SF 424 and SF 424A as well as the SF 424B. 

Section 4.3.4 covers the project narrative.  It can’t exceed ten pages. I’m not going to go into the details but do read this very carefully so that you cover everything, and again present it in the order that’s listed here to facilitate the review. 

Section 4.3.5 covers the budget spreadsheet and budget narrative. Note that it does not count towards the ten-page narrative maximum. Personal qualifications also do not count towards that ten-page narrative limit. Section 4.4 covers the grounds for not accepting your proposal into the competition.  First, if you’re not an eligible entity. 

If you’re not one of those state colleges, state universities, state ag departments or other state departments that we talked about we can’t accept your proposal. 

Submissions after the deadline won’t be accepted by grants.gov and we don’t accept a proposal that’s submitted any other way than through grants.gov. 

If your application does not meet the $1 for $1 matching requirement it will be set aside and can’t enter the competition. And if the topic and/or approach is outside the FSMIP program scope we can’t accept it either. 

After the initial screening and once we actually get into looking at the application, there are some other grounds for not allowing your proposal to continue in the competition which are covered in this section. 

Section 4.5, the deadline – is May 12, 11:59 pm Eastern Time. The next section covers the funding restrictions. This is an important section to look at when you’re preparing your proposal. There’s detailed information here about what is allowable, what is not allowable and also how you can calculate the indirect cost and divide it between the grant funds or your match. 

You have broad leeway as to how you handle the indirect costs so do take a close look at that section. I’d like - turn next to how we review your proposals and that’s in Section 5.2. 

And as I mentioned before, we do an initial screening when your proposal comes in, and to ensure it met the basic eligibility requirements that we talked about before. 

We use an application checklist to be sure that the application is complete, that you’re a qualified entity, that you meet the one-to-one match, et cetera. Once you get past that point then we go into the technical review, which is conducted by teams of reviewers. 

We recruit reviewers from the peer groups, which mean state agencies, state ag departments and universities - also the federal government. We could have reviewers from any of the USDA agencies, and, depending on the topic of the proposal and the expertise that we need to review the proposal, we may go outside of USDA like to EPA or Commerce or wherever we need to go for the expertise that we don’t have within USDA. 

We are currently recruiting reviewers for this competition so if you are an eligible entity and decide not to apply this year, I’d urge you maybe think about becoming a reviewer.  It will give you unique insight into the process and how things are done. 

In the technical review we divide the proposals generally by topic and we try to have six to ten proposals for each team. Each team is made up of three subject matter specialists recruited as I just described.  They do their own separate, individual review of their assigned proposals, and then afterwards come together in a consensus discussion led by one of the three who serves as a team lead. 

They discuss each proposal in turn and come to a consensus on the score, the comments that they will present to us, and the ranking within their group. 

Afterward, AMS examines the top proposals against the regulations to be sure the cost items in the budget are allowed and some other things. 
We’ll probably announce the awards in September and the projects will begin at the end of September.  We require six-month performance reports and financial reports, and a final report. We will contact unsuccessful applicants as soon as possible after the announcement goes out.  The rest of the information that’s in the RFA is to give you a sense of what your commitment and workload will be if you are awarded. 

So with that I would like to take a - just take a quick look at the Web site again and make sure I’ve covered everything that’s on there. I have to get back into my computer. 

Okay. Yes I think we’ve covered everything on there so what I’d like to do now is to open it up for questions either about the RFA, the process or anything in particular that you might have. Your questions will be useful to anyone who’s listening, so how can I help? 
(Terry):
Janise this is (Terry) in Wyoming. The AD 3030 and the AD 3031 - we are in the Economic Development office for the state so do we need to fill those out? 
Janise Zygmont:
Let’s see, I’m just looking at the requirements here. It says it’s required if the applicant is a corporation.. I’m looking at Section 4.3.11. You might want to check with your administration office and just run this by them and see if - something that you may think they need to fill out. And as I said, it’s just a certification with a signature and a date. It’s not anything they have to write up or prepare but it’s required if the applicant is a corporation. And like I say some colleges and universities may be set up that way. I just don’t know. 
(Terry):
Okay thank you. 
Nripendra Singh:
This is Nripendra Singh from Iowa State University. Thank you for the presentation. I mean, it was very helpful and I have a question, you know, regarding that - the two changes which you have mentioned. One is that verification template and the accounting system and financial form. 

So I was wondering that, you know, because we - as the state university we have somebody in the finance department who takes care and has been taking care for a while. 

I’m not sure whether she will be informed about these changes and therefore how different are these from the earlier…? 
Janise Zygmont:
Well it’s a new requirement because the uniform guidance, which is the consolidated regulation that covers grants throughout the federal government, requires that we do a risk assessment, and part of that risk assessment is this financial capability questionnaire. 

It’s on - should be a link to it. Yes there is a link to it here in - on the Web site so what I’d suggest is that you just make your grants office aware that you need it for your package when you’re going to apply. 

And, you know, if - I’m just opening it now. It’s just a series of questions that you answer either yes or no and it’s pretty basic stuff like - do you have a financial system? It’s basic stuff that I’m sure virtually every applicant that applies for this program has it. But that form has to cover all of our other AMS programs too and some of their applicants are nonprofits or small organizations that may not have all those elements in their financial system. 

But what I would say is, you know, just make your grants office aware that this is a requirement and that they - that you need it when you submit your package. 

And the same with the verification of match. That probably is something that you and the grants office are going to have to work on together because it defines where the match is coming from and how much it is. 

And, you know, like I say in the past we just accepted a letter that basically said, “Yes we’re going to give you a match of, you know, $10,000,” and signed by the organization. But we’ve had to tighten that up and so there is a specific form. 
Nripendra Singh:
Right. I’ll surely do that. Thank you so much Janise. 
(Tori):
Hi Janise. This is (Tori) from Georgia. I have a couple of questions. The first is about the average award that you said is between $60,000 and $70,000. 

Is that an annual or a two-year total average? 
Janise Zygmont:
That would be the two-year and I’m glad that you brought that question up, because the award that you receive under this grant for 2016 will be for the two-year period. 

In other words we don’t give you $60,000 this year and then another $60,000. So your budget has to reflect, and I think it’s detailed in the RFA, that we want to see the Year 1 budget, the Year 2 budget and the cumulative which is the total amount that you’re asking for under the 216 - 2016 competition. 
(Tori):
Also then my second question is about the negotiated indirect cost rate agreement. It’s been several years since I applied for one of these but I don’t remember that being a component before. I just remember that you all said what the maximum indirect cost was that you would reimburse for. 

So I’m kind of - I haven’t looked at the form yet so I was just wondering do you cap that off or you just - is that just a form that’s from your entity that says, “This is the amount of indirect cost we go by?” 
Janise Zygmont:
Yes it’s the latter and again this is a requirement with the uniform guidance. FSMIP has changed over the years in terms of the indirect cost. In the old days we would not allow you to request grant funds or indirect costs, but we would let you bring your entire negotiated rate of indirect costs, which in some cases for some universities was 50% and 60%. 

We would allow you to bring that as a match. Then there were changes in the regulation and interpretations and at one point one year we capped it at 30% and then the next year, you know, more changes. 

So with the uniform guidance, which is federal wide now, we can’t limit you. Unless we have a legislative limit we can’t limit you on your indirect cost. And so in order for us to have that number officially we ask for your documentation to support that rate. 

You’re not filling out anything for us. You’re just sending us your copy of your approved negotiated rate so we have the evidence and documentation that this is a true number, but you’re not filling out any additional form for us. 

And as I mentioned before if your project does not involve indirect costs at all, and I see that sometimes where, you know, it’s just a - just direct costs, you don’t have to submit anything about the indirect cost and that’s why it’s under the optional category. 

But if you’re doing anything, either the grant is going to pay for the indirect costs, you’re going to bring it as a match or some combination thereof, we need evidence to know what officially is your negotiated cost rate. 
(Tori):
So you’re not capping indirect cost. 
Janise Zygmont:
No we’re not. But we just need that documentation as evidence that this is what it is. 

And it - and you’re right because (Tori) I know that you applied a couple of years ago and this was not in here. But that’s why we point it out in the - on Page 3 about the highlighted changes that, you know, because of standardization within our division and with the uniform guidance and just tightening things up and trying to minimize the risk in these grants and all grants, this additional documentation needs to be done. 
(Tori):
Okay. Oh yes I think I was one that submitted when you said it’s a 30% cap. 
Janise Zygmont:
Yes that was maybe three years ago or so, something like that. 
(Tori):
That makes sense. Thank you. 
(Dan Carlton):
Janise, (Dan Carlton) of Virginia Tech following up on that question. As you know universities have several steps - negotiated rates depending on, you know, if it’s defense department because that requires a lot of, you know, infrastructure to do those…that sort of thing. 

But if, I mean, I know what the university will do. If there is no cap they will force us to go to the highest rate they have. Is that, I mean, that puts us at a serious disadvantage I would think in terms of putting an application in. 
Janise Zygmont:
Well we can’t really get in the business of second guessing what they’re supposed to do. You know, I totally understand what you mean but, I don’t have any additional guidance for you. I mean, it is what it is. 
(Dan Carlton):
Yes. That will be what it is with our OSP too. 
Janise Zygmont:
Yes I know. 
Nripendra Singh:
Yes. 
(Dan Carlton):
Thank you. 
Janise Zygmont:
Okay. Sorry (Dan). 
Well while you may be thinking of some other questions I just wanted to let you know that after the teleconference if you have any follow up questions you can always email me. You could call but it’s probably better to email because I - I’m out of the office a lot and I work from home sometimes and I don’t always answer my phones immediately if I’m at home. 

So email me and I generally respond pretty quickly and any questions that you have about FSMIP would be welcome. And then as I say if you decide not to apply we’re always looking for reviewers, and if you go to the FSMIP Web site you’ll see on the left hand side Become an Application Reviewer, and complete information is there about what you would need to do. 

The deadline to apply to become a reviewer is May 2 and the application - it’s just a checklist of basically the areas of expertise. You’d sign a confidentiality and conflict of - just your signature and a resume. 

But it’s all there and it also outlines in a little more detail than I covered here what the review process is all about and what your role would be. So…

(Jody):
This is (Jody) from Indiana. I have a question. The - you mentioned just state departments and named a few. Have - would the State Department of Tourism be someone you could partner with? It is a marketing…

Janise Zygmont:
If state is - well your project has to be about marketing of course but, you know, it’s - yes it’s one of the - it’s like an equal with the state ag department. Yes. Now one thing that I would suggest is that you look for partners that are specifically ag. 
(Jody):
Yes that’s a given but - yes. Okay. 
Janise Zygmont:
Anyone else? Okay. Well thank you very much for your attendance. And as I mentioned as soon as we’re done I will get the audio posted, and the transcript will probably go up next week because it takes a few days to get that back. 

I want to thank you on behalf of FSMIP and AMS for your interest and I look forward to seeing a proposal in May. 
Janise Zygmont:
Thank you. Bye. 
END

