Community Food Security Coalition ● National Farm to School Network ●

National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition

Recommendations for Implementation of USDA’s
Farm to School Competitive Grants Program
The Community Food Security Coalition (CFSC), National Farm to School Network (NFSN), and National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition (NSAC) were heavily involved in advocating for a Farm to School competitive grants program during the 2010 Child Nutrition Reauthorization.  Following passage of the Act, which included $5 million annually in mandatory funding for Farm to School, we have worked on developing an implementation proposal.  We are submitting the following recommendations to help ensure the effective implementation of a successful program.

Timely Implementation
We commend USDA on the ambitious implementation plan for the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010.  The plan states that the Department aims to release a Request for Applications (RFA) for the first year of Farm to School grants in Winter 2012 in order to award these grants in the Fall of 2012 when the first round of funding becomes available (October 1, 2012).  Our organizations have already received numerous inquiries regarding this grant program and thus feel it is vitally important for USDA to adhere to this timeline in order to capitalize on the large interest in the program.  We also believe it is politically important that the first grant awards happen at the first possible date.  We therefore offer our assistance and partnership to the Department in advising on the setup and implementation of this program as you move forward. 

USDA Farm to School Team

As part of USDA’s Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food initiative, the Farm to School Team was established and is comprised of staff from both the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) and the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS).  The team spent much of 2010 visiting Farm to School programs across the nation in order to assess opportunities and challenges for expanding these programs.  Based on these site visits, the team will soon be releasing a report of its findings. 

With a wealth of current knowledge, we recommend that members of the Farm to School Team, including staff from both FNS and AMS, be involved in the grant program whenever possible.  Though FNS will house the program, it is vital for AMS to stay involved, as the ultimate goal of the program is to link producers and consumers.  Thus, we recommend that USDA establish joint program managers for the grants program, with one program manager housed in FNS and one in AMS.  We also recommend the aforementioned report’s contents be used in designing the program where applicable.

Types of Grants

Representative Rush Holt’s (NJ) original Farm to School legislation (H.R. 4710) divided the grants into three categories: (1) planning grants; (2) implementation grants; and (3) training and technical assistance (T&TA) grants.  Though the final Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act does not go into this level of detail, we urge USDA to use its broad administrative authority to designate these three grant categories in the application process.  
It is important to ensure that the new program meets the many and varied needs of Farm to School programs around the country.  For example, some communities currently lack any Farm to School program and thus could benefit from a planning grant to determine the feasibility and logistics of implementing such a program.  Other places may have already completed this type of research and are prepared to implement a Farm to School program and thus could benefit from an implementation grant.  Finally, communities in both of these categories will need training and technical assistance to develop and improve the effectiveness and long-term sustainability of their initiatives.  By dividing the grant awards as we recommend, FNS will ensure that it is funding Farm to School programs at various stages in development.
Because all grantees will need at least some training and technical assistance to improve the effectiveness of their initiatives, we recommend that USDA set aside a percentage of grant funds for such purposes.  Such a set aside will allow for state, regional, and/or national groups with expertise in Farm to School to receive funding to assist USDA in providing T&TA to grantees.  

Finally, we recommend allowing groups that successfully complete a grant in one category to apply subsequently for a different category of grant – for example, to move a project from planning to implementation. 
Length of Grants

In addition to dividing grants into three types, we also recommend allowing grants of varying lengths: one year for planning grants, up to two years for implementation grants, and up to three years for T&TA grants.  While one year is generally a sufficient amount of time to plan for the implementation of a Farm to School program, we believe two years will often be more realistic for actually implementing a Farm to School program.  To be clear, we do not suggest that funding for implementation grants be doubled, only that the funding be spread over a two-year time period that includes two school years.  This extended period of implementation will contribute to the development of sustainable Farm to School programs.  Similarly, extending T&TA grants to a period of three years will allow for T&TA providers to set up an efficient system for providing services.  Both T&TA providers and grantees will benefit from the stability a three-year grant would provide.
Grant Amounts

Per the legislation, the maximum grant amount will be $100,000; however, the legislation does not include a minimum grant amount.  We suggest establishing a minimum grant award of $10,000.  In many cases, a significant barrier to initiating a successful Farm to School program is a modest amount of capital.  Thus, allowing for smaller project requests is essential to assisting more communities in becoming part of the Farm to School community.  A wide range of grant award amounts can be a sign of a well-functioning program that is targeted to real needs, whatever their size.  Furthermore, setting a minimum grant award amount ensures that the time invested by the grantee in the application process and the input from the program staff in managing the grants are worthwhile.
Federal Matching

As stated in the final legislation, the federal share of a project cannot equal more than 75 percent of the total cost of the project.  Thus the grantee is required to come up with 25 percent of the cost of the project in the form of cash or in-kind contributions.  The legislation states that this in-kind support can include facilities, equipment, or services provided by state and local governments, nonprofit organizations, and private sources.  While specifying certain items, the statutory language leaves it to agency discretion to determine what else should be included.  We strongly urge the Department to allow staff time as a type of in-kind contribution. 
Allowable Use of Grant Funds to Ensure Long-Term Sustainability

The legislation clearly states: “to the maximum extent practicable...the Secretary shall give the highest priority to funding projects that: 

(A) make local food products available on the menu of the eligible school; 

(B) serve a high proportion of children who are eligible for free or reduced price lunches;

(C) incorporate experiential nutrition education activities in curriculum planning that encourage the participation of school children in farm and garden-based agricultural education activities; 

(D) demonstrate collaboration between eligible schools, nongovernmental and community-based organizations, agricultural producer groups, and other community partners; 

(E) include adequate and participatory evaluation plans; 

(F) demonstrate the potential for long-term program sustainability; and 

(G) meet any other criteria that the secretary determine appropriate.” 

Additional comments on several of these areas follow. 

(A) Make local food products available on the menu of the eligible school. 

The ultimate goal of funded projects should be to make local food products available on school menus; however, purchasing local products should not be a primary use of grant funds, and should be limited to purchasing food for educational purposes, such as taste tests or to conduct a test run of a product on a school menu.  Allowing for these types of limited food purchase expenses will provide opportunities for taking small steps towards creating a robust Farm to School program that is sustainable in the long-term.

(B) Serve a high proportion of children who are eligible for free and reduced price lunches.

While funding should be broadly available and no community automatically excluded, considerable emphasis should be placed on serving lower income communities, including those with limited access to healthy food.  Such an emphasis could, for example, be reflected in the application process through a point system that gives priority to projects serving these communities.

(C) Incorporate experiential nutrition education activities in curriculum planning…

With the Farm to School grant program tied to the reauthorization of the Child Nutrition Act, it is appropriate that applications include an emphasis on educational activities that relate back to the core curriculum, cafeteria, and/or farm.  Allowable activities should include, but not be limited to, classroom education, on-farm experiential learning, and school garden development.  This holistic approach is the basic premise of Farm to School programs. 

(D) Demonstrate collaboration…
Research has shown that the most successful and sustainable Farm to School programs are those that involve multiple stakeholders throughout the process.  For example, developing relationships with farmers is pivotal in order to work through supply chain issues, such as processing, aggregation, and distribution from the farm to the school.  These very real obstacles are not ones that school districts are likely to figure out easily on their own.  As such, applications that demonstrate partnerships and collaboration should be given the highest priority.  The applicant should demonstrate collaboration with partners at a minimum by way of support letters from participating organizations, schools, state agencies, etc. and preferably by actual funded collaborations.  Additionally, we urge USDA to invite proposals that include collaborations with farmers to address supply chain issues as a major component of the application. 

(E) Include adequate and participatory evaluation plans.
See detailed evaluation section below for more details. 
(F) Demonstrate the potential for long-term sustainability. 

With a growing interest in local and regional food systems, Farm to School programs are on the rise in the U.S.  Thus, we anticipate that demand for the grant program’s funds will be high.  With a small annual fund of $5 million for the program and in today’s limited economic climate, we agree funding programs that demonstrate the potential for long-term program sustainability should be a priority.  

Evaluation

Careful evaluation of projects is necessary in order to understand programmatic outcomes and to adjust program implementation and funding targets.  As part of the legislation, each grant recipient is required to cooperate in an evaluation by the Secretary.  We therefore recommend that the Request for Applications and program guidance include the reporting requirements for this required evaluation component of the program.  Both the Community Food Project (CFP) and Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP) provide examples of such advanced guidance on reporting requirements.

Specific to the required evaluation component, we also recommend that USDA require applicants to use a common framework, such as a simple logic model or a common set of indicators and evaluation methods, to outline their evaluation plans.  Using a common framework provides a consistent layout for easy comparison by reviewers of project goals, purposes, and outcomes, while also ensuring that applicants set a realistic and achievable timeline for accomplishing goals, objectives, and outcomes.  

Regarding specific evaluation criteria, we recommend USDA fund an outside evaluator (using T&TA funds) with experience in evaluating Farm to School programs to establish a common output tracking form for use by grantees.  Developing such a form has proven to be useful in the Community Food Project program, especially for mandatory reporting to Congress on the success of the program.  Additionally, we suggest that USDA develop a few basic cross-program indicators that all grantees are required to track, such as demographic information for participating students and farmers, number of meals served, and pounds of local product purchased.  Common indicators and methods will ensure that grantees have a simple method of tracking and reporting progress.  The outside evaluator could also assist in developing a second tier of more complex program indicators and preferred measurement tools for impacts on student health, food access, and academic achievement, as well as farmer income, and related economic development measures.  Grantees can be encouraged to consider these second tier measures, where feasible. 

Finally, we urge USDA to encourage all funded programs to participate in and provide inputs into national information gathering efforts, such as the Farm to School Census currently being developed by the Economic Research Service in partnership with the National Farm to School Network, as well as other efforts led by the USDA. 
Review Panel

As is typical of many competitive grants programs, we believe that the best way to identify qualified applicants for the program is to form a review panel of experts to evaluate proposals and select recipients.  Based on the various stakeholders involved in existing successful Farm to School programs, we recommend that such a review panel include the following types of individuals: representatives of schools and eligible institutions; registered dietitians or other school food service personnel; operators of small and medium-sized farms or their representatives; public agencies; non-governmental and community-based organizations with expertise in local and regional food systems and Farm to School programs; and other appropriate parties as determined by the Secretary.  

Forming such a review panel will assist the Department in meeting the criteria for selection as established by the legislation and will ensure that grantees most likely to succeed in establishing sustainable Farm to School programs are selected. 

Grant Application and Selection

The Community Food Security Coalition, National Farm to School Network, and National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition are all membership organizations, and many of our members have previously received USDA grants.  As such, we have heard much feedback that within USDA some application processes are more difficult than others for community-based organizations to complete.  Thus, we recommend that USDA take a comprehensive approach to developing the Farm to School application process, ensuring that community organizations will have the capacity to complete the process. 

In light of our members’ experience and insights, we offer the following recommendations regarding the application and selection process: 

· The peer review panel should be a decision-making body, with full authority to both review proposals and select grant recipients. 

· The application format should be clearly defined, including required components or sections, document size limitations, submission procedures, etc.  We recommend that the required application components include a project narrative that provides the project’s objectives, outcomes, approach, target audience, and personnel and resources.  The National Institute of Food and Agriculture’s Community Food Project (CFP) and Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program (BFRDP) provide such examples.  We also recommend that USDA determine a maximum page limit for grant applications. 
· Application evaluation criteria should be thoroughly explained in the RFA.  Where appropriate, it is helpful to assign points to required sections, as in Food and Nutrition Service’s Hunger-Free Communities and The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) infrastructure grant programs, so that applicants understand how various components are weighted in the decision-making process. 

· Application and budget narrative checklists should be included in the RFA, or made available on the grant program’s webpage, to ensure that applicants are not neglecting critical components of the application.  The Hunger-Free Communities, TEFAP infrastructure grants, and Community Food Project grants all provide good examples of such checklists. 

· Developing a Frequently Asked Questions document should be a goal for future funding rounds, as common questions become clear during the first round of funding. 
As this is a new program, it is expected that many grant applicants will be altogether new to USDA’s competitive grant program application process.  We therefore recommend that once the program Request for Applications (RFA) is released, USDA conduct outreach to potential grant applicants.  Such outreach may include a webinar, or series of webinars, on the program and its application process, or participation in previously scheduled meetings or conferences that potential applicants are likely to attend, such as the 2012 National Farm to Cafeteria conference in Burlington, VT.  We also recommend USDA make maximum use of existing Farm to School resources from non-governmental organizations and academic institutions. 

In the case of applicants who are not selected to receive a grant award, we recommend that they be provided the full reviews from the panel in order to determine how they could strengthen their application for subsequent years.  Further, we recommend that those who wish to pursue funding opportunities in subsequent years be allowed to re-submit that same application with the improvements suggested by the panel, including a one-page cover letter response to the reviews from the panel.  This model has been used successfully in both the Community Food Project and Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development grant programs. 

In the case of applicants who are selected to receive a grant award, we suggest that USDA convene a meeting of project directors during the tenure of the grant, but make attendance optional.  Such a meeting will allow for discussion of the project, grant management, identification of opportunities for collaborative efforts with other grantees, and dissemination of exemplary end products/results.  When feasible, this meeting should be tied to existing conferences that emphasize Farm to School, in order to enhance educational opportunities and minimize travel expenses.  Should this recommendation be taken, we urge USDA to allow reasonable travel expenses to be included as a line item in the applicant’s budget under travel expenses.  The Community Food Project program provides an example of such a meeting.  

Grant Submission

As noted above, many program applicants will likely have varying backgrounds and be new to applying for federal funding.  In order to provide equal opportunity to applicants with varying levels of experience and technological access and capabilities, and in light of the problems even sophisticated organizations have faced using grants.gov, we recommend that program applicants be permitted to submit their proposals via mail, email, and/or online at www.grants.gov.  
Despite various submission avenues, we recommend using the same format for all forms of application submissions so that the information can easily be put into a searchable database of applications/grant awardees. 

Additional Programs to Review

USDA has extensive experience in running competitive grants programs at the national and regional levels.  Thus, we suggest you review the following programs as you move forward in implementing the Farm to School competitive grants program.  

The National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) operates the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) program, Community Food Projects (CFP), and Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program (BFRDP) competitive grants, among others.  We recommend FNS look at SARE, CFP, and BFRDP and their program guidance as models in writing the Farm to School program guidance.  Additionally, Rob Hedberg (SARE), Liz Tuckermanty (CFP), and Suresh Sureshwaran (BFRDP) can serve as valuable resources.
Similarly, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has a wealth of experience in research and evaluation.  As such, we recommend that FNS work with CDC in determining evaluation criteria for this program.  Currently, Diane Harris with CDC’s Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity can serve as a resource for designing the evaluation aspect of the program.

Thank you for your time and energy in considering these recommendations.  We will be in touch soon to schedule a follow up meeting to discuss the recommendations in more detail.  In the meantime, should you have additional questions, please contact Megan Lott or Helen Dombalis. 
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