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Notice to Applicants  
 
 

bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ {!w9Ωǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ 
submit a full proposal will be contacted by telephone and finalists for funding are asked 
to attend a personal interview. The main purpose of the telephone call is to clarify any 
questions the reviewers had about your proposal. The purpose of the interview is to 
discuss the details of how your project will be implemented, and to help reviewers make 
their final decision about which proposals to fund. We have found these discussions 
improve the quality of SARE projects and their benefit to agriculture and communities in 
the Northeast. 
 
The deadline for receipt of completed applications is October 30, 2008. Send one single-
sided unstapled original and 15 double-sided stapled copies. An electronic copy in Word 
or PDF is also required. For the electronic version, we do not require signatures on the 
cover page, nor do we need the letters of commitment that must be appended to the 
final hard-copy proposal. Please send this electronic copy as an e-mail attachment to 
nesare@uvm.edu.  
 
Complete hard-copy proposals must be in the Northeast SARE office by 4:30 p.m. on 
October 30. The e-mailed version of your proposal is not a substitute for the required 
hard-copy submission. Faxed submissions will not be accepted, nor will SARE staff make 
revisions or insertions to a proposal already received. 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

send completed applications to: 

Vern Grubinger  
Northeast SARE 

655 Spear Street 
University of Vermont 

Burlington, VT 05405-0107 
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General Information  

Agroecosystems research is complex and requires a collaborative, interdisciplinary 
approach; the project goal should be to bring to light the ecological interactions within 
agroecosystems and to understand how human intervention can make these systems 
more productive while still maintainiƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ 

The outcome-based approach that SARE brings to its Research and Education grant 
program has been adapted to be compatible with in-depth, holistic, systems research. 
Specific outcomes are expected, but they can be indirect. Projects should show the 
potential for positive change in the sustainability of farms and farmers by contributing 
to the pool of knowledge about agroecosystems and sustainable agricultural 
production; outcomes will be assessed by the likelihood of findings that are suitable for 
outreach and direct application later on. Proposals that identify enhancements to 
environmentally sound production that have potential for farmer adoption will be given 
priority. 

The Northeast SARE screening and selection process has several distinct phases.  

First, a team of reviewers will evaluate each proposal. Members of the team include 
representatives from agribusiness, nonprofit organizations, government agencies, 
cooperative extension, as well as farmers and academicians with expertise in relevant 
fields.  

Reviewers will evaluate your proposal based on the extent to which: 

 it is thorough and complete 

 it holds promise of research results and related publications that could 
contribute or connect to the Northeast SARE outcome statement 

 the proposed approach makes sense and interdisciplinary team is committed 

 an effective evaluation strategy is specifically described 

 prior work related to the project is adequately researched and discussed 

 participation of cooperators is adequate to accomplish the project 

 the project leaders are capable and committed 

After this preliminary review, applicants will be contacted by telephone. This call gives 
reviewers a chance to ask specific clarifying questions about your proposal and gives you 
an opportunity to provide additional information on any items that the reviewers would 
like to know more about. You may be requested to submit written responses, which will 
become part of the proposal. 

During the next phase all the review teams come together to select the highest-ranking 
projects for 45-minute personal interviews. You will be e-mailed by the SARE office if 
your proposal advances to this point, and invited to choose from one of several 
locations where interviews are conducted (slots are filled on a first-come basis). In the 
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interview, finalists meet with an interview team to discuss in detail what people and 
resources will be needed to attain the performance target, what impediments to 
attaining the target might occur, and the time frame for achieving the milestones that 
lead to the target. Ideally, the project leader and key collaborators will participate in this 
interview.  

The results of the interviews will be presented to the Northeast SARE Administrative 
Council, and the council will choose the proposals to fund. 

For an overview of the application time line, please see page 9. 

Please note that we anticipate funding only one proposal. We also anticipate that the 
project we fund ǿƛƭƭ ƭŀǎǘ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ {!w9Ωǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ maximum of 
four years. Assuming a positive project evaluation at the end of the first performance 
cycle, funding would be available for a stage-two proposal.   

 

Screening and Selection Criteria  

At each phase of the review, the people evaluating your application will be asking the 
following questions: 

 Does the project establish an experimental farming system that relies primarily on 
cycling of resources rather than purchase of off-farm, fossil-fuel based inputs to 
sustain productivity? 

 Does the project have a team that can examine multiple aspects of the experimental 
whole-farm ecosystem? 

 How compelling are the potential benefits to researchers, farmers, and the wider 
agricultural community? 

 Can the research effort be structured so that some useful results will be available 
within three years? If a second phase of funding is part of the research plan, has the 
project been designed in phases that are compatible with SARE funding cycles? 

 Does the project present an innovative realm of inquiry that holds potential for 
significant insight into how farming systems can be designed to make much more 
efficient use of natural resources and ecological cycles? 

 Is the match sufficient and appropriate to assure commitment from the project 
leaders, and is there institutional buy-in to assure project longevity if subsequent 
funding is provided.   
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Projects should:  

Focus on developing new insights into sustainable agroecological systems.  

The dynamics of ecosystems are complex, and projects should offer research models 
that allow for and invite new insights. Projects focusing on component research are 
eligible, but the project design must be compatible with a larger, systems-based 
framework. The overarching goal is to add to our understanding of agroecological 
systems and the foundations of sustainability.  

Offer results that explore the dynamics of biological systems relevant to small - 
or medium -sized farms .  

While projects involving large farms are welcome, applicants whose projects focus on 
large farming operations should expect that their proposals will be examined closely to 
assure that results will also be applicable to the modestly sized farms that characterize 
the bulk of agriculture in the Northeast. 

Take an interdisciplinary and collaborative approach.  

The complexity of agroecosystems research requires a team approach, and the strength 
and diversity of this team is a likely predictor of project success. The roles, skills, and 
willingness to collaborate will be probed during proposal review.  

Have a structure that is compatible with three -year funding cycles.  

Projects should be developed so that progress can be evaluated after the first funding 
cycle. Outcomes can include peer-reviewed publication of research findings, a distinct 
change in research modality, a shift from research to early testing and implementation, 
or some comparable boundary or achievement.  

Show a match that is at least 50 percent of the SARE request.  

Funds from other sources must be committed to the project, and must constitute a 
match of at least 50 percent of the SARE request. These other dollars must be reflected 
in your budget and must be firm commitmentsτattach confirming letters from all 
sources of matching funds. Please note that SARE federal dollars cannot be matched by 
federal dollars from other sources. 
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Policy Overview  

Indirect costs are not funded by SARE. 

Graduate student tuition remission is not funded by SARE. 

Items of clothingτhats, tee-shirts, aprons, etc.τcannot be purchased with SARE funds. 

Capital expenses for things like land purchases, construction, durable equipment, and 
large farm improvements are not allowed. Costs for things like copiers, cameras, 
computers, video equipment, and other items that have a wide range of uses beyond 
the boundaries of the project must be clearly essential to a particular project, in which 
case applicants must develop a clear justification and make sure that these requests are 
reasonable, defensible, and not extravagant. 

Food expenses for meetings are typically not allowed. Under certain circumstancesτif it 
is a working meal, if the meeting is at a remote site where no restaurants are readily 
available, or if offering a meal is the only way to get people to a reconvene in a timely 
wayτmeals might be paid for with SARE funds. When SARE funds are used for meals, 
USDA employees should note this on their expense reports and deduct meal costs from 
any per diem reimbursements. 

If your project is funded, we will expect you to submit regular invoices, usually monthly, 
and these requests for reimbursement should use the same expense categories as the 
budget you offer with this proposal. Multi-year projects will need to submit annual 
reports at the end of each calendar year and a comprehensive final report at the 
ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ   

Along with the final report, a list of project beneficiaries with contact information 
should be included for SARE project impact assessment.  Also, please note that SARE will 
hold back 10 percent of the grant award until an acceptable final report is received and 
approved. 

Grant recipients who do not carry out the work of their project as described in the 
proposal or with approved changes, or fail to submit satisfactory interim or final reports 
are ineligible for further SARE grants. 
 

Size of Awards 
For the purposes of this call for proposals, we anticipate offering a single award in the 
$300,000 to $400,000 range. This award will cover three years, and a match of at least 
fifty percent of the SARE request is required. 
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Application Format  

The first two pages of your application are the cover page and the project description 
and sign-off form. These forms are in the Word file that was sent as part of your 
electronic application packet. Make sure you fill them out completely. You can request 
extra copies of these pages by sending e-mail to nesare@uvm.edu. 

All text throughout the application should be double-spaced 12 point type or larger, 
except citations. All pages should be numbered, starting with page 3, and all pages must 
ōŜ ƻƴ у мκнέ Ȅ ммέ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ мέ ƳŀǊƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻǊ ǘŀƭƭ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ 
each page, clearly label each sectionτabstract, project narrative, citations, etc. 

Page 3 is the abstract, a brief summary of the contents of your proposal. It should give 
reviewers a picture of the vision of the sustainable agricultural system you hope to 
achieve, an accurate overview of the content of the project, and should describe the 
proposed project outcome to be evaluated at the end of the first four years. The 
abstract maximum is one page. The name of your project must appear at the top of the 
abstract page.  

Starting with page 4 and running a maximum of ten pages is your project narrative. This 
narrative describes the basis for the research and the research designτthe major 
elements, techniques, and controlsτand also puts the research in the context of 
agroecosystems found in the Northeast. The narrative should start with a clear vision or 
concept of sustainability which describes the intellectual as well as the physical 
foundations for the project. Tell the reviewers what prompted your interest, why the 
research matters, and how it has the potential to address the needs of farmers as they 
enter a post-oil future. Describe what the research setting will be, any constraints or 
opportunities implicit in the research design, and other key information that will likely 
bear on the success of the project not covered elsewhere in the proposal. If a new 
agricultural system is not being designed, but rather an existing system, or several 
systems, are being used for study, an explanation is needed as to why these particular 
systems were selected, and how they will be modified over time to achieve meaningful 
progress toward the vision of sustainability. Further, assuming these existing systems 
are part of other research projects and funding, explain how the integrity of the 
agroecosystem study goals will be maintained in the face of competing interests (such 
as demonstrating short term profitability). Some modeling of the system is highly 
desirable; however, it should be clear why a particular modeling tool is selected and 
how it will help in analyzing progress toward the vision of sustainability. Clarify how 
both biological and geophysical systems will be monitored, and how this monitoring will 
take place. In addition to making measurements of various components of the 
agricultural system, describe how this information will be used to enhance the 
integration of these components over time. An organized plan for not only collecting but 
assessing the type and extent of purchased inputs and salable exports, as well as flows 
in the natural system should be presented (in visual or tabular form) so that the farming 
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system's true net productivity can be tracked over time in terms of economics, energy, 
nutrients, water, greenhouse gas emissions, and other important dimensions. 

Next, describe the outcome of the research that you plan to have after the first three 
years. This outcome should contribute to the pool of knowledge about agroecosystems 
and sustainable agricultural production, and will be assessed in terms of its suitability 
for outreach and direct application later on. Proposals that identify enhancements to 
environmentally sound production that have potential for farmer adoption will be given 
priority. Limit your outcome description to a single page. 

After your outcome is a list of key individuals. On one page, profile the people who will 
have the most responsibilitȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
explain why each is the right person for the job. A letter of commitment from each key 
individual (except for you, the project coordinator) should be included as an 
attachment. If a key person has not yet been hired, describe the position, how it fits into 
the project, and who will do the hiring. 

A literature review of no more than four pages follows. Briefly describe material that 
bears directly on your proposal and cite the source. Avoid offering the full results of 
your literature search; instead, focus on the sources that are important and relevant to 
your proposal. To conserve space, you may single space any citations at the end of the 
literature review. 

After the literature review is the budget and budget justification. Look at the templates 
that came with this application and note the expense categories listed there. Using 
those categories, develop a separate budget for each year your project will run and for 
each organization you plan to subcontract with. A separate budget justification page for 
each year should include detailed breakouts for each budget category that sum to total 
request of the budget category, and narrative clarification when needed. For example, 
present wages as some rate times time and salaries as a percentage of time devoted to 
the project; present road travel as some rate times milesτǳǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ 
standard mileage rate, but no more than the federal rate of 50 1/2 cents a mile. 
Describe in detail material expenses and explain any unusual items or large 
expenditures for equipment; please note that SARE does not normally fund large capital 
expenses and is prohibited from funding construction of greenhouses, buildings, or 
laboratories. Once your annual budgets are complete, develop a summary budget that 
includes all your costs and the subcontract costs with other organizations or institutions. 
Include all matching finds and attach the relevant commitment letters.  

The final page of your proposal is a one-page list of references. List a few peopleτno 
more than sixτwho will speak in support of your qualifications to carry out the project. 
Give telephone numbers and e-mail addresses if available. 

Attachments  

Attach a letter of commitment from each key individual as described above.  

Other documents  
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If your project involves livestock and you are affiliated with a university, we require 
certification of protocol review from your Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee 
(IACUC). Also, if your institution requires a Protection of Human Research Subjects 
review, we need a completed approval document. Send both these review results to 
David Holm, Northeast SARE, 655 Spear Street, University of Vermont, Burlington VT 
05405.  

Do not submit any letters of general support, curricula vitae, or other documentation.  

 

Resources 

A competitive application tends to reflect a high state of knowledge about an issue, 
barrier, or opportunity in sustainable agriculture. We encourage you to draw on the 
insights of colleagues and researchers, and to find and use all the resources you can. A 
few things to consider are: 

 Using the national SARE database of projects (www.sare.org) to explore what others 
are doing 

 Asking the National AgriŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ !ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ CŀǊƳƛƴƎ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
Center (301/504-6559, afsic@nal.usda.gov) for help with literature reviews 

 Contacting Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas (800/346-9140, 
www.attra.org) for information packets on relevant topics 

If you have questions about the application forms or format, contact the Northeast 
SARE office at 802/656-0471 or send e-mail to nesare@uvm.edu. 

 

 

Application time line  
 

Preproposal issued...............................................................................................April 2008 
Preproposal deadline...................... .........................................................................May 31 
RFP issued to selected preproposal applicants............ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΧΧΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ...................August 
Agroecosystems applications due ........................................ΦΦΦΦΦΧΦōȅ пΥол ǇΦƳΦ October 30 
Telephone clarifications........................................................................November 20 to 26 
Personal interviews will be held in last week of January and first two weeks of February 
in Manchester, New Hampshire, Baltimore, Maryland, and Albany, New York. Specific 
dates to be set in early August. 
tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΧΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ....................................................................early March 
Award notification .....................................................................................................March  
Contract negotiation ................................................................................... April and May 
Contract period ..........ΧΧΧ............. April 1, 2009 or later, to October 31, 2013 or earlier 

 

 


