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Trista Etzig

Director, Grants Division

AMS, Transportation and Marketing Program
Room 4552-S

1440 Independence Ave., S.W

Washington, D.C. 20250-9410

Re: NSAC Comments on the Farmers Market and Local Food Promotion Program 2016 Request for
Applications

Submitted via Email to: Trisa.Etzig(@ams.usda.cov

On behalf of our 46! Represented Members, we offer the following recommendations for improving the
2017 Request for Applications (RFA) for the Farmers Market and Local Food Promotion Program
(FMLFPP). These comments are based on analysis of the 2016 RFA and from feedback generated via
conversations with and input from our members. As you know, the National Sustainable Agticulture
Coalition (NSAC) designed the legislation to create Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP) in 2001 and
led the campaign to secure the addition of FMPP to the 2002 Farm Bill. We also led the charge to provide
mandatory funding to the program in 2008. More recently, NSAC crafted and championed legislation that
expanded FMPP as a program into FMLFPP, which was included in 2014 Farm Bill.

We remain intensely interested in the program and its achievements, and welcome the opportunity each year
to comment on the RFA. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact us.

Sincerely,

Wes King Ferd Hoefner

/////h K Fecd M“""
Policy Specialist Policy Director

cc: Arthur Neal, Deputy Administrator, Transportation and Marketing, AMS
Elanor Starmer, Administrator, AMS
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Program Structure

We continue to recommend that there be a single Request for Applications (RFA) for the program. The RFA
can then state the common and integrated elements that apply to the whole program, yet also be divided into
specific details about the direct and non-direct marketing portions of the program, and divided as well, when
appropriate, between different categories of funding types and opportunities. As with many other USDA
competitive grants programs, there can be multiple deadlines for different elements of the program and
different review committees and evaluation criteria, as needed, to run the program efficiently and effectively.
We believe this approach is helpful to potential participants and is also politically advantageous.

In addition, we continue to urge that the program be as comprehensive as possible in supporting the wide
variety of direct and non-direct marketing channels used to distribute foods locally and regionally. Important
progress has been made on this front, and efforts should continue to make the FMLEFPP portfolio as
balanced, comprehensive, and innovative as possible.

Also, as the next section indicates the current program structure and the division of farmers market
promotion program and local food promotion program has resulted in gaps in which projects that should be
eligible based on the statutory purpose of the program have fallen through the cracks.

Recommendation: FMLFPP should be run as an integrated and comprehensive program with a
single RFA rather than having separate RFAs for FMPP and LFPP.

2. Allowed Project Types

The FY16 RFA restricts projects funded under the Farmers Market Promotion subprogram (FMPP) to only
those related to producer-to-consumer direct marketing, while the FY16 RFA restricts projects funded under
the Local Food Promotion subprogram (LFPP) from including marketing activities that promote local and
regional food consumption in general or specifically marketing a product to consumers.

As stated in the RFA, the purpose of the Farmers Market and Local Food Promotion Program is:

“to increase domestic consumption of and access to locally and regionally produced agricultural
products, and to develop new market opportunities for farm and ranch operations serving local
markets, by developing, improving, expanding, and providing outreach, training and technical
assistance to domestic farmers markets, roadside stands, community-supported agriculture (CSA)
programs, agritourism activities, and other direct producer-to-consumer market opportunities or
assisting in the development improvement and expansion of domestic farmers markets, roadside
stands, community-supported agriculture programs, agritourism activities, and other direct
producer-to-consumer market opportunities.”

Unfortunately, it appears that in breaking the larger program into two separate subprograms, certain types of
projects and activities that should be eligible and are within the scope of the purpose of the program, fall
outside the boundaries of what is deemed eligible project activities within the FY16 RFA for both of the
subprograms. The RFA for LEPP does not allow marketing grants and the RFA for FMPP does not allow
anything that isn't farm direct. AMS appears to view farm sales direct to grocers and restaurants as
intermediated sales and not direct marketing. However, in the minds of many producers, some state laws,
and in the definitions within FDA’s Food Safety Modernization Act produce rule, when farmers sell directly
to local groceries and restaurants that is considered direct marketing sales. A case could also be made that



they are not direct, but be that as it may, the clear division of the program into focused discrete categories
without flexibility appears to have left out projects involving the promotion of local and regional food sales at
local groceries and restaurants that should be allowed based on the purpose and intent of the program.

There are numerous efforts underway across the country to connect local producers directly with restaurants
and local groceries and to promote identity-preserved products as being locally or regionally produced
through marketing materials, promotional campaigns and special events. As currently constructed, the RFA
leaves out stakeholder initiatives like Buy Fresh, Buy Local Chapters or Rogue Valley Grown in Oregon that
are promoting local and regional identify-preserved foods that were directly procured from producers;
through signage and menu inserts at restaurants, special events featuring local identify-preserved products at
restaurants, and signage and special marketing displays in local groceries.

It may very well be AMS’s intention to allow these types of projects but the lack of clarity in the RFA
language makes it incredibly difficult for a prospective applicant to make the decision to invest the time in an
application when they are uncertain as to which subprogram to apply to and whether or not it is even
allowed. NSAC strongly recommends clarifying the RFA language for allowed Project Types and
information on allowable activities to include innovative projects that promote local and regional identity-
preserved foods at local groceries and restaurants that were procured directly from producers, and all other
types and manner of local and regional food system expressions. To succeed, we need maximum innovation
and a variety of effective marketing channels and approaches, not a one size fits all approach. Applying for a
federal competitive grant is a complicated process and it is unfair to expect a prospective applicant to do so
without assurance and clarity that the project and activities they are proposing are even eligible for funding.
FY17 RFA should make clear that such projects and activities are eligible.

Recommendation: Clarify that activities and projects that promote the increased domestic
consumption of local or regionally produced identity-preserved products in restaurants and grocery
stores are eligible projects.

3. Priority Consideration and Priority Points

The FY 2016 RFA gives priority consideration to projects that benefit communities located in areas of
concentrated poverty with limited access to supermarkets and projects that involve Promise Zone Lead
Applicant Organizations; setting aside 10% of the funding in both FMPP and LFPP for priority projects. In
addition, both the FMPP and LFPP RFA gives 5 priority points to applications that involved Promise Zone
Lead Applicant organizations.

As NSAC has previously commented, we support the prioritization of projects located in areas that have
limited access to supermarkets and those with areas of concentrated poverty but oppose the decision to limit
the number of possible mapping tools. Additional data sets and tools should be allowed, such as, community
food assessments developed under the USDA Community Food Projects grant program, or those done by or
in concert with extension professionals. Project implementation locations in USDA Strike Force areas should
also be another option for applicants to demonstrate that a community is located in an area “of concentrated
poverty with limited access to fresh locally or regionally grown foods.”

In addition to limiting priority area consideration to those projects whose implementation address is located
in an a priority area as identified on one of four ERS Food Environment Atlas maps, the RFA limits the
awarding of priority points to only Promise Zone projects. NSAC opposes limiting the awarding of 5 priority
points to only Promise Zone projects.



Considering the fact that the main purpose of FMLFPP is “to develop new market opportunities for farm
and ranch operations,” the vast majority of which are located in rural areas of the country, NSAC does not
understand why Priority Points have been limited to just Promise Zones and not Strike Force areas as well.

Priority consideration for low income and low access areas is something NSAC supports but by limiting the
awarding of priority points to applications that involve Promise Zones which are necessarily located in larger
urban areas the RFA is disadvantaging rural communities where income, poverty and access issues are just as
salient and often times greater. The 2017 RFA should include awarding priority points to both Promise
Zones and Strike Force areas.

Recommendation: In order to demonstrate meeting the criteria for priority consideration, projects
should be allowed flexibility in using various tools and resources.

Recommendation: Priority Points should be awarded to additional priority areas not just Promise
Zones.

4. Performance Measures

NSAC applauds AMS for taking steps to develop trackable metrics for the program that can be used to
demonstrate impacts and measure the efficiency of projects; however, we recommend improving the
associated guidance and rational within the appropriate section of the FY 2017 RFA.

NSAC has heard from a number of stakeholders that applied to FMPP or LFPP expressing confusion and
frustration with the outcomes and indicators performance measures. NSAC is concerned that the confusion
and frustration will lead to poor outcome indicators and inaccurate information that falls short of the
important goal of showing efficiency and broad sustaining impacts. NSAC recommends including more
detailed guidance (and rationale) in the Performance Measure section as well examples to help applicants
develop strong outcome indicators and approaches to related data collection.

NSAC further recommends developing a small working group of stakeholders from inside and outside of the
USDA to provide feedback on the outcomes and indicators and associated guidance to ensure that they will
serve the important and laudable purpose of providing strong and clear program metrics.

Recommendation: Include more details guidance and examples on developing strong project
Performance Measures.

Recommendation: Form a stakeholder group to ensure outcomes and indicators and associated
guidance will be accurate and useful in demonstrating program impacts.

5. Match Requirement for Local Food Projects

The FY 2016 RFA continues to require that LFPP applicants provide a cash and/or in-kind match of 25
percent of the total project cost. This requirement is overly burdensome for smaller organizations and those
working with underserved communities. We recommend that applicants for local food projects instead be
required to provide a match of 25 percent of grant funds.

The Farm Bill requires a 25 percent match of the total cost of the project in cash or in-kind donations.
USDA should interpret this provision to mean 25 percent of the total grant amount. The National Institute
of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) uses a similar interpretation for implementing the Beginning Farmer and
Rancher Development Program (BFRDP) — in cases where the total project is larger than the portion of the



project funded by the grant, NIFA requires a 25 percent match of the funds provided by the grant as
opposed to total project costs. There is no reason to assume AMS faces different legal requirements than
NIFA in the face of similar statutory requirements.

This change for FY 2017 will satisfy the requirements of the statute while allowing better, fairer access to the
program by smaller organizations and producer networks.

Recommendation: For local food promotion projects, the match requirement should be 25 percent of
the grant funds rather than 25 percent of the total project cost.

5. Use of Funds as Capital

Among the main purposes of FMLEFPP is to “develop new market opportunities for farm and ranch
operations serving local markets, by developing, improving, expanding, and providing outreach, training, and
technical assistance to, or assisting in the development, improvement and expansion of”” local and regional
food businesses. This implies a wide variety of uses for grant funds.

Local and regional food enterprises have a wide range of needs for assistance. Acquiring and using capital is
nearly always a need of local and regional food enterprises, and could, in some instances, be considered an
eligible use of program assistance. Innovative uses of capital might includes forming a cooperative and
helping to purchase shares, or starting a revolving loan fund for local and regional food businesses, or having
a food hub or a community kitchen or packaging facility run a small micro-loan fund for new business start-
ups. Such activities could assist in the development and the expansion of local and regional food businesses.
The FY 2017 RFA for FMLFPP should clarify that these types of projects allowing for innovative uses of
capital are eligible uses of grant funding.

Recommendation: Allow for innovative uses of capital as eligible uses for program support.



