
Preproposals 
The preproposal is a preliminary concept document that allows SARE to select ideas with potential for 

funding. It is very brief and is submitted on line, usually in May. Because of the strict word restrictions, the 

preproposal tests the applicant’s understanding of the outcome funding process. In it, we ask for basic 

information—the project leader’s name, the estimated budget, collaborators, team members, and expected 

project duration.  

 

The preproposal text—a performance target, a couple of potential milestones, and short project narrative—

cannot exceed 500 words. Preproposals call for the kind of compressed, clear writing that comes at the end of 

a structured thought process.  

 

Below is an example of a preproposal with a performance target for a Research and Education project that 

addresses greenhouse management: 

 

A hundred greenhouse growers will adopt two new sustainable greenhouse practices, 80 will reduce plant loss by 20%, and 10 

entry-level greenhouse growers will learn pest identification and apply at least two sustainable pest management practices in their 

operations. 

 

Notice that the applicant has identified, with reasonable specificity, the degree of change and the different 

people who will benefit from the project. These targets have the added appeal of looking achievable. Here are 

the milestones for this project: 

 

Two hundred and seventy greenhouse growers respond to outreach on training in sustainable greenhouse management; 240 enroll; 

200 participate. At least 20 of these participants will be new to greenhouse management. 

 

First-year greenhouse education workshops with 225 growers; web site, e-mail lists, and alert systems established. 

 

About 30 site visits and demonstrations in conveniently located participant greenhouses. Follow-up via e-list, fax, and face to 

face; site visits to 16 entry-level growers a priority. 

 

Second-year greenhouse workshops with 200 growers; early findings discussed; next-step planning. 

 

Follow-up to verify outcomes; 120 growers attend the third-year workshops; 30 committed growers meet to develop a plan to 

continue the training and for program self-sufficiency. 

 

These milestones segment the project in a way that makes sense and each project segment is tied to a 

projected number of participants. Here is the project description:  

 

Many farmers in New England have added greenhouse ornamental crops to their businesses to increase income. Ornamental 

plant sales have increased 46 percent since 1992, and are ranked first in agricultural sales in Massachusetts. A critical issue for 

sustainable greenhouse production, identified by growers, is the prevention of cultural and pest problems through early diagnosis 

and early intervention. Growers need on-site, hands-on education to learn diagnosis and respond with appropriate sustainable 

practices. Incorrect diagnosis leads to poor plant quality, lower prices, increased plant loss, increased pesticide use, and movement 

of pests to other crops.  

 

This project includes making proactive site visits to greenhouses, identifying current problems, offering sustainable solutions, and 

alerting and educating other growers in a timely manner. This project promotes a complete sustainable greenhouse plant health 

system that includes cultural practices, plant nutrition, and pest management. Extension educators will work with growers to 

diagnose pests, address nutritional and cultural problems, and recommend sustainable solutions. Information will be disseminated 



each week via websites, e-mail lists, and fax. Two sustainable greenhouse education workshops will be held each year. At the end 

of three years the program will become sustainable, supported by annual fees, industry sponsorship, and university partnerships. 

 

What’s reassuring about this preproposal is that the project content seems to be coming from the growers 

themselves. It’s also appealing that the project involves on-site visits, which tend to be more instructive, easier 

to attend, and memorable. It’s also clear that the applicant understands that it is not enough to merely train 

greenhouse growers. The key is to make sure the training sticks and will have measurable outcomes in terms 

of improving profits, reducing pesticide use, and changing practices on the ground. It is a plus that there is a 

plan in place for continuing the effort after SARE funding comes to an end. 

 

Here are the same elements in a different preproposal, but one with some problems. 

 
Thirty-five to 50 chain stores will be surveyed to assess the extent to which they purchase local farm products; existing sources of 

and systems used to purchase local farm products; and potential incentives for (or reduction of barriers to) increased purchases. 

 
This performance target is unacceptable because it describes an activity rather than a behavior change, and 
because chain stores are not an appropriate target audience for SARE funding. The milestones given for this 
project are: 

 
Findings and recommendations for penetrating supermarket and discount-food-retailer markets will be summarized in a report.  

 

Survey instrument developed. 

 

Interviews and site visits conducted. 

 

Survey results analyzed to determine local food purchases and factors that might influence these trends. 

 

These milestones aren’t acceptable either—there are no specific numbers of beneficiaries listed for each 

milestone, they are not arranged in a logical sequence over time, and they do not lead to an ultimate goal, the 

performance target. 

 

Here is the preproposal project description: 

 

The Backyard Coalition has been active in alternative food distribution channels that include farmersõ markets, food cooperatives, 

and institutional food purchasing and distribution. However, much of todayõs food travels through the retail channels of 

traditional supermarkets, convenience-store chains, and, increasingly, discount stores. Sales at one such store, MongoBox, are 

expected to grow from an estimated $82 billion in 2003 to $162 billion by 2007. It is imperative that local farm products 

penetrate these primary retail markets. 

 

We are requesting funds to survey supermarket, convenience, and discount stores in the Northeast and mid-Atlantic region 

through interviews, phone calls, and site visits to assess why and how they currently purchase local farm products and why they 

would increase such purchases. Particular emphasis will be placed on discount stores in order to determine how to take advantage 

of the trend toward increased consumer food purchases there. A report with results and recommendations will provide valuable 

guidance to farmers, extension, and other agricultural professionals seeking to increase the sales of local farm products to these 

retail stores. 

 

Without a performance target that is outcome-based—the only results offered here are the applicant’s own 

activities—it is impossible to get SARE funding. In this case, the applicant is not even very specific about the 

activities, since we aren’t told how many stores will be surveyed. And while it is true that the surveys and 

interviews and the resulting report might well offer knowledge that could bring about real change, the 



applicant does not propose to seek that change. Instead, the project is a static exchange of grant money for a 

written report. Since many other grants work this way, this is a very common mistake.  

 

Another fatal flaw in this preproposal is the lack of evidence that farmers or consumers—two groups that 

clearly have a stake in this issue—are engaged in the planning process. SARE proposals must  identify who 

will benefit, what changes will occur, and offer evidence that beneficiaries had a role in shaping the project. If 

your preproposal can’t show a clear beneficiary other than yourself and your project team, it will not be 

competitive. 

 

These examples are for Research and Education projects, but the same principles apply to Professional 

Development projects, where the beneficiaries would be agricultural professionals and the performance target 

would the changes they make in their programming. 

 

The preproposal budget description 
To complete the final element in the preproposal, take 50 words or less to briefly describe how the budget 

will be used. What do you think you will need for salaries, equipment, travel, printing, administrative costs, 

and supplies? Are there any unusual budget items?  

 

You should be aware there are specific restrictions on how funds can be used. For example, SARE funds 

cannot be used for tuition remission, indirect costs, or large capital expenditures. Generally speaking, a large 

capital expenditure is an investment in some item—machinery, land, buildings, livestock, greenhouses, and 

other major fixtures and improvements that will outlive the project and have a wide range of uses. Relatively 

small capital expenditures, such as specific, unique equipment that may be needed for a project but which will 

also have a life outside and after the project, are looked down upon and will not be favorably reviewed unless 

you can clearly make a case for their essential need. For example, it may be allowable to buy a small herd of 

goats needed for a research project, but you will have a better chance of getting SARE funds to feed the 

goats, pay staff to tend them, perform lab work on them, and do any number of other goat-related project 

activities. Another example would be a maple project where you want to test a new processing technique to 

see if it will extend the shelf life of maple cream. SARE funds could be used to buy processing and packaging 

materials, to buy or develop specialized handling equipment, and to compensate yourself and others for their 

time. But SARE funds could not be used to build a sugar house. That said, though, there are times when 

reviewers will approve a small capital expense if the request is not extravagant ($1,000 to perhaps $2,000), 

there are committed matching funds, and the purchase is central to the project. 

 

SARE funds can only be used for direct project costs. We expect that your organization or institution has the 

infrastructure (office, phone, computers, etc.) and equipment (tractor, bucket loader, tiller, etc.) necessary to 

carry out the project, and SARE will only need to pay the costs directly attributable to the project. Ineligible 

indirect costs are the kinds of expenses that are there in the absence of the project—baseline utility costs, 

telephone, rent, heat, and other routine operating expenses. It is common at some colleges and universities 

for the institution to take a certain percentage of a total grant award to help pay these indirect costs, but the 

federal authorizing legislation prohibits SARE funds from being used this way. The budget should include 

any legitimate, over-and-above operating costs that are associated with the project—one-time access fees, 

postage, anticipated long-distance charges, copies, printing, and speed delivery services, for example—as long 

as they are estimated accurately and included in the budget. 

 

SARE does not pay tuition remission. SARE funds can be used to pay graduate students, but SARE funds 

cannot be used to fund any sort of institutional tuition waiver. Instead, students involved in the project 

should be paid at an hourly or salaried rate. The tuition restriction does not extend to things like the cost of a 

training workshop or the use of SARE funds to offer scholarships to conference or workshop attendees.  



 
Here is a sample preproposal budget description: 

 
Salaries: $54,600 (10% FTE of project manager, 4 farmers @ $200/day for 15 days, 50% of education coordinator, 20% of 

administrative staff). Travel: $1000 (2,000 miles, auto travel to farms and field day). Ultrasound equipment rental: $10,500, 

includes software training. Communications: $2,200 (two mailings, long-distance telephone). Publications: $520 (2000 handouts 

@ $0.26). 

 
We understand that the budget offered in the preproposal is an early draft, and may not even be as detailed as 

this example, but it is useful to reviewers if you are able to estimate and describe your budget in a 

straightforward way. As much as possible, offer budget description language that gives a specific thing, its 

quantity, and its unit cost so that reviewer will have some idea of how your budget is structured and where 

the money is expected to go. We do this with the understanding that, if you are invited to develop a full 

proposal, your budget will be refined and become more accurate. 

 

If your preproposal is accepted, we will e-mail you application materials. We normally send these materials 

out in early August. Full proposals are normally due in late October. 

 


