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Subpart B - Conservation Innovation Grants

Subpart B - Conservation Innovation Grants (CIGs)

526.10 General Information

. Purpose

The purpose of the CIG component of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) is to
provide a competitive grants program that stimulates innovative approaches to leveraging
Federal investment in environmental enhancement and protection in conjunction with agricultural
production.

. Program Availability

The program is available to all eligible applicants in the 50 States, Caribbean Area (Puerto Rico
and the U.S. Virgin Islands), and the Pacific Islands Area (Guam, American Samoa, and the
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands)

526.11 Source of Authority

. Legislative Authority

CIG was authorized as part of EQIP (16 U.S.C. Section 3839aa-8) under section 1240H of the
Food Security Act of 1985, as added by section 2301 of the Farm Security and Rural Investment
Act of 2002 (Public Law 107-171) and section 2509 of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of
2008 (Public Law 110-246).

. Delegation of Authority

(1) The Secretary of Agriculture delegated the authority for the administration of EQIP,
including CIG, to the Chief of NRCS, who is a vice president of the Commodity Credit
Corporation (CCC). EQIP is administered by NRCS under the authority of the CCC.

(2) The Chief of NRCS may delegate the authority to implement a separate State-level CIG to
each State Conservationist.

(3) The State Conservationist may delegate authority to manage items for which they have
responsibility, unless specifically prohibited by this manual or other agency policy.

. Authority to Waive Administrative Procedures

Unless prohibited by statute or regulation, the Deputy Chief for Science and Technology may
waive any administrative or procedural provision in this manual if the waiver is justified and will
support the purposes of the CIG Program.

526.12 Purpose and Use of the Manual

. Purpose of this Manual

This manual contains USDA policy, guidance, and operating procedures for implementing CIG (7
CFR Section 1466.27), in accordance with the final rules identified in section 526.11. This subpart
further describes policy and procedures for both national and State components of CIG.

. Knowledge by Employees

USDA personnel assigned CIG responsibility must have a working knowledge of this manual and
7 CFR Section 1466.27.

. Use of Manual

This manual will be used in conjunction with Title 120, Federal Grants and Cooperative
Agreements Handbook, Part 600, to provide policy implementation, guidance, and operating
procedures for NRCS.

. Supplements to this Manual

State supplements to this manual may be made by the State Conservationist unless specifically
prohibited by this manual or other agency policy. State supplements must neither contradict nor
be inconsistent with this manual.

526.13 Program Objectives

. Objectives

(1) NRCS expects to incorporate innovative technologies and approaches that result from CIG
into NRCS programmatic and technical manuals, guides, activities, and references, and to
transfer these innovations to others in the public sector. CIG does not fund research
projects. Instead, it is used to stimulate the development and adoption of conservation
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approaches or technologies that have been studied sufficiently to indicate a likelihood of
success and to be candidates for eventual technology transfer or institutionalization.

(2) CIG projects target innovative on-the-ground conservation, including pilot projects and
field demonstrations.

B. CIG Components and Categories

(1) The Chief has the authority to offer two components of CIG: a national component and a
State component.

(2) The national component may be further divided into geographic, natural resources,
technology, or other categories at the discretion of the Chief.

(3) The Chief will determine the national component categories to be offered annually. These
categories will be identified in the announcement for program funding (APF).

(4) NRCS determined that grants should be awarded based on a set of priorities. The
priorities may be reviewed and updated each year by the NRCS Chief to ensure that the
technologies and approaches funded by CIG continue to address critical current and emerging
natural resource conservation needs. NRCS intends to receive input from NHQ divisions,
national centers, States, the Agricultural Research Service, the National Institute of Food and
Agriculture, and other Federal agencies when reviewing and updating the priorities.

(5) The State component of CIG will be available in designated States at the discretion of the
State Conservationist. Funding availability, application, and submission information for State
competitions will be announced through public notice separately from the national notice. The
State Conservationist will determine the State component categories to be offered annually.

526.14 Responsibilities

A. NRCS—National Component

(1) The Chief of NRCS—
(i) Determines the funding level for CIG on an annual basis. The total annual funding for
the national component will be identified in the annual APF.
(ii) Determines the natural resources, technology, and geographic categories and priorities
on an annual basis.
(iii) Selects project proposals for funding based on recommendations from the CIG Grants
Review Board, technical peer review panels, and State Conservationists.
(iv) Ensures appropriate environmental compliance documentation is prepared in
accordance with NRCS regulations implementing the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA)
(2) Regional Conservationist—
(i) Serves on the national CIG Grant Review Board.
(ii) Provides guidance and supervision to State Conservationists for the State CIG
component and their role in the national CIG component.
(3) Deputy Chief for Science and Technology
(i) Announcement for Program Funding (APF)
. Solicits NHQ divisions, national centers, States, and other Federal agencies for
priorities recommendations
Develops the APF
Guides the APF through the document clearing process
Posts the APF on NRCS Programs’ Web page
Provides APF to Deputy Chief for Management for posting on
http://www.grants.gov/
(ii) Preselection Assistance
Responds to programmatic questions from potential CIG applicants
Solicits for CIG technical peer review panel members and facilitators; organizes
and provides support for technical peer review panel meeting
Oversees technical peer review panel process
Issues proposals and proposal evaluation guidance to technical peer reviewers
Reviews project proposals for eligibility and compliance with APF requirements
Accepts eligible proposals and rejects ineligible and noncompliant proposals, and
notifies applicants of the determination
Informs State offices of proposal determinations
Assists grant applicants with environmental compliance documentation and
assessment required for the application
Ensures that grant applicants and NRCS staff are educated on environmental
compliance documentation and assessment
Prepares materials for Grants Review Board and Chief meetings
: Chairs the national CIG Grants Review Board
(iii) Postselection Assistance
Issues rejection or acceptance notices to applicants and informs State offices of
award selections
Works with NHQ division directors, national center directors, and State
Conservationists to designate national and State technical contacts
Provides assistance to grant applicants and NRCS staff on environmental review
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requirements for compliance with NEPA
Ensures appropriate environmental compliance documentation is prepared for
compliance with NEPA prior to grant award
Provides proposal and application information to the Deputy Chief for
Management for agreement development
(iv) Program Maintenance
. Holds periodic training session for technical contacts (webinar, teleconference, or
workshop) and incorporates guidance on environmental compliance requirements into
training sessions
Incorporates the innovative technologies and approaches resulting from CIG
projects into technical and program manuals, technical guides, activities, references,
and standards through current governing NRCS policies
Provides organizational and technical support for CIG sponsored technology
transfer events
Consults with the national technical contact, State technical contact, or both,
before certifying Form SF-270, “"Request for Advance or Reimbursement”
Receives and approves payment requests and provides to Deputy Chief for
Management for processing
Receives and reviews semiannual project progress reports for assigned CIG
projects
Responds to programmatic queries from applicants and grantees
Receives and approves grant agreement amendment requests; consults with the
national technical contact, State technical contact, or both, for their concurrence
Consults with the national technical contact, State technical contact, or both,
before recommending approval for final closure of the CIG grant agreement to the
Deputy Chief for Management
Performs programmatic compliance reviews
Provides guidance for project compliance and technology transfer review
Develops the CIG annual report with assistance from the Deputy Chief for Soil
Science and Resource Assessment
(4) Office of the Chief - Director, Legislative Affairs Division—
(i) Notifies Congressional delegations of selected CIG projects.
(ii) Coordinates congressional inquiries of CIG applications and projects.
(5) Office of the Chief - Director, Public Affairs Division—
(i) Develops and issues press releases.
(ii) Announces the availability of the APF.
(iii) Announces selected projects.
(iv) Highlights CIG accomplishments and success stories.
(v) Coordinates press coverage and promotion of special events, such as the CIG
sponsored technology transfer events, project visits, etc.
(vi) Posts CIG news splash, news releases, and support information on the NRCS Web site
and other appropriate Web pages.
(6) Deputy Chief for Programs
(i) APF
: Collaborates with the Deputy Chief for Science and Technology to identify
appropriate priority recommendations in the APF
Reviews APF to determine programmatic changes to EQIP requirements
Updates APF with any new EQIP requirements
Allocates EQIP funds to CIG
(ii) Preselection Assistance
Identifies staffs to serve as CIG technical peer review panel members
Provides technical peer review panel recommendations to the Deputy Chief for
Science and Technology.
Participates in technical peer review panel meeting.
. Serves on the national CIG Grants Review Board.
(iii) Postselection Assistance
Provides availability of funds notification to the Deputy Chief for Management
(|v) Program Maintenance
Reviews findings to determine programmatic changes to EQIP or other
conservation programs.
(7) Deputy Chief for Soil Science and Resource Assessment
(i) APF
Collaborates with the Deputy Chief for Science and Technology to identify
appropriate priorities recommendations in the APF.
(ii) Preselection Assistance
Provides technical peer review panel recommendations to the Deputy Chief for
Science and Technology.
Participates in technical peer review panel meeting.
. Serves on the national CIG Grants Review Board.
(|||) Postselection Assistance
Identifies staff to designhate as national technical contacts.
(|v) Program Maintenance
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Participates in periodic training sessions for technical contacts (webinar,
teleconference, or workshop)

Incorporates the innovative technologies and approaches resulting from CIG
projects into technical and program manuals, technical guides, activities, references,
and standards through current governing NRCS policies

Provides technical support for CIG sponsored technology transfer events

Reviews semiannual project progress reports for assigned CIG projects

Performs project compliance and technology transfer reviews

(8) Deputy Chief for Management
(i) APF
. Reviews and approves the administrative components of the APF; checks for
compliance with eGov policies
Posts APF funding announcement on http://www.grants.gov/
(ii) Preselection Assistance

Responds to administrative questions from potential CIG applicants

Participates in periodic training sessions for potential CIG applicants (webinar,
teleconference, or workshop)

Receives proposals from http://www.grants.gov/

Provides copies of proposals to Deputy Chief for Science and Technology within 1
week of close of the application period

(iii) Postselection Assistance

Develops grant agreements

Prepares and sends grant agreements for awardees’ signatures

Collects and enters vendor information into system for payment processing

Ensures that funds are obligated in the NRCS financial system

Provides copies of signed grant agreements to the Deputy Chief for Science and
Technology
. Leads any postaward negotiations

(iv) Program Maintenance
. Participates in periodic training sessions for grantees (webinar, teleconference,
or workshop)

Processes payment requests after approval by national CIG Program manager

Ensures payments are processed and certified in a timely manner

Receives and processes financial reports and provides copies to the Deputy Chief
for Science and Technology

Performs administrative compliance reviews

Responds to administrative queries from grantees, State Conservationists,
national CIG Program manager, national technical contacts, and State technical contacts

Receives and processes grant agreement amendments and provides copies to the
grantee, CIG Program manager, and technical contacts

Performs grant agreement closeout

(9) State Conservationists—
(i) Review the proposal for potential duplication of efforts, ethical concerns, and
consistency with overall EQIP objectives.
(ii) Develop and submit letters of review, worksheets, or both to the Deputy Chief for
Science and Technology for applications received for applicants seeking to carry out
national CIG projects within their State or area by the date provided yearly.
(iii) Designate State-level technical contacts for CIG projects in their State.
(iv) Serve on the national CIG Grants Review Board when assigned (the Regional
Conservationist office will be assigned one State Conservationist).

(10) NRCS Programmatic, Administrative, and Technical Contacts
(i) Programmatic Contact

Provides program guidance and information to State CIG program managers

National CIG Program manager serves as programmatic contact for all national
component CIG grant agreements

Answers program inquiries from potential CIG applicants and grantees

Processes and approves SF-270, “"Request for Advance or Reimbursement,” and
prowdes originals to the Customer Service Division for payment processing

Consults with the technical contacts as part of the approval process for financial
re|mbursement or advance requests

Ensures programmatic compliance of the project and that the project deliverables
in the grant agreement are accomplished
: Assesses project progress through semiannual performance progress reports

(||) Administrative Contact

Answers administrative inquiries from potential CIG applicants and grantees

Receives and processes financial reports (SF-425)

Ensures administrative compliance with grant agreement

Receives and processes grant agreement amendments

Provides copies of approved amendments to grantees, CIG Program manager,
and technical contacts

(iii) Technical Contact
. Serves as the technical point of contact for grantees
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Provides support to the CIG national program manager by providing technical
expertise for CIG projects

Provides input and guidance to the national CIG Program manager on technical
compliance of the project and assessment of project deliverables

Assists grant applicants with environmental compliance documentation and
assessment

Provides input to the national CIG Program manager regarding financial
reimbursement or advance requests

Conduct compliance and technology transfer review of active CIG grant
agreements

Provides feedback to the CIG national program manager and grantee

Provides to the CIG national program manager recommendations of potential
amendments to the CIG grant agreements

At the conclusion of the CIG project, provides a project evaluation (written
technical assessment of the project that describes the project, describes the lessons
learned, and makes recommendations for technology transfer or approach
institutionalization) to the National Technology Support Team

Aids in identifying new technologies and approaches for incorporation into NRCS
technical and program manuals, handbooks, user guides, and technology infrastructure

B. NRCS—State Component
(1) State Conservationist

(i) Determines the funding level for State competition, not to exceed the 5 percent of
State EQIP financial assistance allocation

(ii) Notify NHQ of the intent to participate in the State component of the CIG

(iii) Determines the categories and subcategories offered in the State

(iv) Establishes a technical review process to evaluate and score applications

(v) Selects project proposals for funding

(vi) Notifies applicants of selection status

(vii) Assignhs NRCS programmatic, administrative, and technical contacts

(viii) Coordinates with other State Conservationists and NHQ to ensure efforts are not
duplicated

(ix) Provides State component results to national CIG Program manager

(x) Submit State component CIG project evaluations to the National Technical Guide
Committee chair to determine national incorporation of innovative technologies and
approaches into NRCS

(2) State CIG Program Manager or Programmatic Contact

(i) Provides overall leadership and management of the State grant program
(ii) Responds to requests for information regarding State component from NHQ
(iii) Responds to applicants’ questions about the State CIG program

(iv) Accepts all project proposals that request Federal funds of $75,000 or less and are not

multistate in scope

(v) Ensures coordination with grantee and State technical contact on programmatic
information and notification

(vi) Ensures appropriate environmental compliance documentation is prepared for
compliance with NEPA prior to grant award

(vii) Coordinates with State technical contact in administering grant reviews

(viii) Provides oversight to the State technical contact

(ix) Receives and reviews all technical reports from the grantee

(x) Reviews and approves justified payment requests, and forward approved requests,

along with supporting documentation, to the administrative contact for payment processing

(xi) Develops and submits annual report on State component to NHQ

(3) State Contracting Officer or Administrative Contact

(i) Clears the administrative components of the APF

(ii) Checks for compliance with eGov policies

(iii) Coordinates with NHQ to posts approved APF on http://www.grants.gov/

(iv) Responds to administrative questions from CIG grantees and applicants

(v) Performs administrative compliance review

(vi) Receives and processes financial reports, and provide copies to programmatic and
technical contacts

(vii) Processes grant agreement amendments

(viii) Prepares grant agreements for awardees’ signature

(ix) Sends out grant agreements for awardees’ signature

(x) Provides copies of sighed grant agreements to grantees, programmatic contacts, and
technical contacts

(xi) Closes out completed grant agreements, including notifying State financial officer of
needed deobligations in NRCS financial system

(4) State Financial Officer

(i) Ensures that funds are obligated in NRCS financial system

(ii) Collects and enters vendor information into system for payment processing

(iii) Processes payment requests after approval by programmatic contact

(iv) Deobligates funds in NRCS financial system after notification from State contracting
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officer or administrative contact
(5) Public Affairs

(i) Develops and issues State CIG press release

(ii) Advertises the APF posting

(iii) Posts CIG news splash, news releases, and support information on the State Web site

(iv) Announces selected projects

(v) Coordinates press coverage and promotion of special events and issue press releases
(6) State Technical Committee

A subcommittee of the State Technical Committee may serve as the State component
technical peer review panel and provide recommendations to the State Conservationist. Panel
members may not have a direct interest with any applications for the program.

(7) State Technical Contact
(i) Assists the CIG Program manager, State contracting officer, and grantees in developing
acceptable deliverables prior to the obligation of the grant agreements
(ii) Assists with pre-grant award discussions between the agency and the recipient
(iii) Serves as the technical point of contact for grantees
(iv) Ensures that appropriate NEPA compliance documentation is prepared prior to grant
award
(v) Provides input and guidance to the State CIG Program manager on technical
compliance of the project and assessment of project deliverables
(vi) Assists in the review of payment requests
(vii) Provides a final project evaluation report at the conclusion of State component CIG
projects to the State Conservationist with a copy to the State program contact based on
review of the grantee submitted CIG final report and any site visits or contacts during the
grant agreement period; this report—
Identifies the technical benefits of the grant
Contains a written technical assessment of the project
Contains lessons learned
Identifies contacts for more information
(viii) Aids in incorporating new technologies and approaches into NRCS technical manuals,
handbooks, user guides, and technology infrastructure

C. Applicant-Grantee Responsibilities

(1) Preselection
(i) Submits a complete application package that meets requirements stated in the
appropriate APF, including the initial assessment of environmental impacts, to the
designated person by the deadline identified in the APF. Applications may be submitted
either electronically or by mail.
(ii) For national CIG, submits a cover letter to the State Conservationist requesting a
letter of review.

(2) Postselection
(i) Complies with all State, local, and Federal regulations and ordinances. This includes
satisfying all requirements of, and assisting NRCS in, complying with, the Endangered
Species Act, the National Historic Preservation Act, the Clean Water Act, NEPA, and other
applicable environmental laws.
(ii) Prepares the appropriate environmental review, as required by NRCS regulations that
implement NEPA (i.e., a categorical exclusion memorandum, environmental evaluation (EE),
environmental assessment (EA), or environmental impact statement (EIS)) to assess
impacts of project undertakings on environmental and cultural resources in the CIG project
area.
(iii) Develops, and implements the CIG grant for any required environmental or cultural
resource mitigation or monitoring plan that results from the findings in an EE, EA, or EIS on
the CIG project.
(iv) Provides technical assistance for implementation and completion of a CIG project.
(v) Obtains all permits needed for project implementation.
(vi) Complies with all applicable Executive orders, Office of Management and Budget
circulars, and USDA implementing regulations found in 7 CFR.
(vii) Complies with all grant requirements, as outlined in the APF and grant agreement.
(viii) Submits SF-425, “Federal Financial Report,” to the administrative contact quarterly or
as directed in the grant agreement, and no later than 90 days after completion of the
project.
(ix) Provides written performance progress reports to the CIG Program manager and
technical contact every 6 months.
(x) Provides a final report to the CIG Program manager and technical contact within 90
days after the completion of the grant.
(xi) Ensures EQIP eligibility for any participants receiving direct or indirect payments.
(xii) Submits a list of EQIP-eligible producers receiving direct or indirect payments as part
of the semiannual reports and final report.
(xiii) Ensures that payments to EQIP-eligible producers do not exceed individual EQIP
payment limitations.
(xiv) Submits SF-270, “Request for Advance or Reimbursement,” along with supporting

M_440 526 _B_February 2013, Amend. 73

Page 7 /1



USDAUnited States Department of Agriculture ) Manuals 0
=————Natural Resources Conservation Service Title 440 - Programs \ J

Part 526 - NRCS Grants

P.O. Box 2890
Washington, DC
20013-2890

3/1/2013

documentation that details the work performed and conforms to the expenses being
requested, to the NRCS programmatic contact.

(xv) Complies with requests for information from assigned NRCS programmatic, technical,
and administrative contacts.

526.15 Program Eligibility

A. Applicant Eligibility
To be eligible to participate in CIG, an applicant must meet the following eligibility criteria:

(i) Be considered one of the following:
: A federally recognized Indian Tribe
A State or local government
A nongovernmental organization (including private businesses, for-profit
organizations, and not-for-profit organizations)
An individual
(ii) Be located in one of the following areas: the 50 States, Caribbean Area (Puerto Rico
and the U.S. Virgin Islands), and the Pacific Islands Area (Guam, American Samoa, and the

Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands).
B. Project Eligibility

(1) Projects must involve landowners who meet the EQIP eligibility requirements in 16 U.S.C.

Section 3839%aa-1.
(2) For the purposes of CIG, the proposed innovative project or activity must encompass the
development and assessment, evaluation, and implementation of either of the following:
(i) Conservation adoption approaches or incentive systems, including market-based
systems
(ii) Promising conservation technologies, practices, systems, procedures, or activities
(3) To be given priority consideration, the innovative project or activity must—
(i) Have been studied sufficiently to indicate a good probability for success.
(ii) Demonstrate, evaluate, and verify environmental (soil, water, energy, air, plants, and
animal) effectiveness, utility, affordability, and usability in the field.
(iii) Adapt conservation technologies, practices, systems, procedures, approaches, or
incentive systems to improve performance and encourage adoption.
(iv) Introduce conservation systems, approaches, or procedures from another geographic
area or agricultural sector to another.
(4) Technologies and approaches that are eligible for funding through EQIP in a project’s
geographic area are not eligible for CIG funding, except where the use of those technologies
and approaches demonstrates clear innovation. The burden falls on the applicant to
sufficiently describe the innovative features of the proposed technology or approach.

C. Other Considerations

EQIP Eligibility
(i) Any agricultural producers receiving direct or indirect payments through participation in
a CIG project must meet the EQIP eligibility requirements, including adjusted gross income
restrictions, EQIP payment limitations, and highly erodible land compliance and wetland
compliance (HELC/WC) provisions (see Title 440, Conservation Programs Manual (CPM),

Part 512, Subpart C).
(ii) Participating producers are not required to have an EQIP contract.

526.16 Funds Allocation

A. Introduction
All CIG financial assistance funds are handled through the NRCS financial system.

B. National Allocation

CIG funds for the national component will be designated from the national EQIP apportionment
at the discretion of the Chief.

C. State Allocations
(1) NRCS State Conservationists may establish a CIG State funding level not to exceed 5
percent of the State’s annual EQIP financial assistance allocation, with individual grants not
to exceed $75,000. No additional funds will be provided by NHQ.
(2) NRCS State Conservationists and directors who plan to participate in the State component
of the CIG will notify the national CIG Program manager, and provide the name of the State
CIG contact person (including contact information), and amount of estimated funds.

526.17 Solicitation for Proposals

A. The announcement for program funding (APF) is the formal solicitation for project proposals.
The APF will be available to the public as a posting on the NRCS Web page, and as a funding
opportunity on http://www.grants.gov/. A State will announce its APF only after the national
component announcement has been released.
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B. At a minimum, the APF must identify the following:

(1) Program authority

(2) Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance number
(3) Funding available

(4) Funding levels

(5) CIG component or components being offered
(6) CIG categories being offered

(7) Targeted resource concerns, technologies, and approaches
(8) Eligibility requirements

(9) Project requirements

(10) Application requirements

(11) Application deadlines

(12) Evaluation criteria

(13) Expected announcement of awards

(14) Agency contact information

526.18 Program Elements

A. General Information
(1) National

The purpose of the CIG component of EQIP is to provide a competitive grants program that
stimulates innovative approaches to leveraging Federal investment in environmental
enhancement and protection in conjunction with agricultural production.

(2) State

The purpose of the CIG State component is to provide flexibility to State Conservationists to
target CIG funds to smaller projects that may possess promising innovations but may not
compete well at the national level.

B. Matching Funds

(1) Selected applicants may receive CIG grants of up to 50 percent of the total project cost.
The recipient is required to match the USDA funds awarded on dollar-for-dollar basis from non-
Federal sources with cash and in-kind contributions. Only 25 percent of the total project cost
may be contributed as in-kind. In-kind costs of equipment or project personnel may not
exceed 50 percent of the applicant’s match (except in the case of projects carried out by
either a beginning or limited-resource farmer or rancher, Indian Tribe, or a community-based
organization composed of or representing these entities). The remainder of the match must
be provided in cash.

(2) Up to 75 percent of the required matching funds (up to 37.5 percent of the total project
cost) for projects funded for beginning or limited resource farmers or ranchers, Indian Tribes,
or community-based organizations composed of or representing these entities may derive from
in-kind contributions. This exception is intended to help beginning and limited resource
farmers or ranchers and Indian Tribes meet the 50 percent match requirements for receiving a
CIG.

C. Funding Restrictions

(1) CIG funds may not be used on Federal land for land or building maintenance or
improvement, or to augment Federal budgets. CIG funds may be used on Federal lands to
support CIG activities that are incidental in nature and directly related to accomplishing the
goals of the CIG project. Funds may not be used to reimburse the cost of Federal salaries.
(2) CIG funds may not be used to pay any of the following costs:
(i) Costs above the amount of funds authorized for the project
(ii) Costs incurred prior to the effective date of the grant
(iii) Costs that lie outside the scope of the approved project and any amendments thereto
(iv) Entertainment costs, regardless of their apparent relationship to project objectives
(v) Compensation for injuries to persons or damage to property arising out of project
activities
(vi) Agency-approved consulting services performed by a Federal employee during official
duty hours when such consulting services result in the payment of additional compensation
to the employee
(vii) Renovation or refurbishment of research or related spaces; the purchase or
installation of fixed equipment in such spaces; and the planning, repair, rehabilitation,
acquisition, or construction of buildings or facilities
(3) For additional information regarding allowances of particular item costs refer to Title 120,
Federal Grants and Cooperative Agreements Handbook (FGCAH), Part 600, Subpart __, Section
600.28.[w1]

D. Beginning or Limited-Resource Farmers or Ranchers, or Indian Tribes

(1) NRCS recognizes the need to provide special consideration to underrepresented or
historically underserved producers or groups of producers. Up to 10 percent of the total funds
available for CIG may be set aside for applications from beginning or limited-resource farmers
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or ranchers, Indian Tribes, or community-based organizations composed of or representing
these entities. To compete for these set-aside funds, the applicant must make a declaration
in writing of their status as a beginning or limited-resource farmer or rancher, Indian Tribe, or
a community-based organization composed of or representing these entities

(2) The State Conservationist in each participating State will determine if and how to provide
special consideration to underserved groups (beginning farmers or ranchers, socially
disadvantaged farmers or ranchers, or limited-resource farmers or ranchers). For this special
consideration, the applicant must make a declaration in the application as described in the
APF.

E. Innovative Conservation Projects or Activities

States have the flexibility to consider and prioritize innovative projects and activities that
encompass the development, assessment, evaluation, and implementation of either of the
following:

(i) Conservation adoption approaches and incentive systems, including market-based

systems

(ii) Promising conservation technologies, practices, systems, procedures, or activities

F. CIG Categories and Priorities

(1) The Chief establishes the natural resources, technology, and geographic categories and
priorities on an annual basis for the national component.

(2) Except as explicitly noted, the CIG State component will use the same program
requirements established for the national component. The State Conservationist may choose
to adhere to the CIG national categories described in the national APF or may select or add to
a subset of those categories that are most applicable to the priority natural resource or
technology issues in their State, consistent with the purposes of EQIP. States may also
select their own unique technology or approach categories, based on input from the State
Technical Committee, at the State Conservationist’s discretion.

G. NRCS Technical Assistance

(1) The grantee is responsible for providing the technical assistance required to successfully
implement and complete the project. NRCS employees will not provide technical assistance
for project implementation.

(2) NRCS will designate a programmatic, administrative, and technical contact to provide
oversight in their respective areas for each project receiving an award.

(3) For CIG projects where NRCS Plant Materials Centers (PMCs) are involved, CIG-PMC work
should be cooperative between the two entities. Any plantings and activities on the PMC
must serve NRCS beyond the duration and purpose of the CIG project. PMC involvement in
site preparation, maintenance, etc. is justified based on use beyond the scope of the CIG
project and should be limited to activities directly affecting work on the PMC that is part of
their normal work plan and operations. The CIG grantee will have primary responsibility for
the activities and deliverables outlined in the CIG project. PMCs may not be the exclusive
location where technology or approaches are demonstrated. EQIP-eligible producers must
also be involved according to CIG policy.

H. Criteria for Proposal Evaluation

(1) Technical peer review panels will use the criteria in the appropriate APF (national or State
component) to evaluate project proposals.

(2) For the State component, the State Conservationist has the flexibility to develop a
ranking process based on State priorities and the national component evaluation criteria. The
ranking process to be used must be posted in the State APF.

I. Selection Notification

(1) NRCS will notify all applicants, by official letter, of whether or not their proposal was
accepted. Awards for selected applicants will be finalized after NEPA compliance requirements
are met.

(2) The grant agreement signed by the authorizing official indicates that awardees may
proceed with their projects. The project must not begin until after the approved grant
agreement is signed unless the project’s start date was established in the APF.

J. Environmental Review Requirements

(1) NEPA (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508) and NRCS regulations that implement NEPA (7 CFR Part
650) require that an environmental review be prepared for actions where the agency has
discretion and control. Accordingly, NRCS financial assistance under the CIG program requires
compliance with these regulations. As part of the application packet, applicants are required
to provide environmental information pertaining to their project to help NRCS determine the
appropriate documentation required to comply with NEPA and NRCS regulations.

(2) If the application is selected for funding, the NRCS program contact and NRCS
environmental liaison will coordinate with the selected applicant concerning documentation for
compliance with NEPA. The selected applicant will be required to prepare or pay for the
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preparation of the appropriate NEPA document (EA, EIS, or both) if required for NEPA
compliance.

(3) Grant funding may not be approved until the environmental review requirements
demonstrating compliance with NRCS regulations implementing NEPA are met.

K. Patents and Inventions

Allocation of rights to patents and inventions must be in accordance with 7 CFR Section

3019.36. This regulation provides that small businesses normally may retain the principal
worldwide patent rights to any invention developed with USDA support. In accordance with 7
CFR Section 3019.2, this provision will also apply to commercial organizations for the purposes of
CIG. USDA receives a royalty-free license for Federal Government use, reserves the right to
require the patentee to license others in certain circumstances, and requires that anyone
exclusively licensed to sell the invention in the United States must normally manufacture it
domestically.

L. Software Development

(1) Software that is developed as part of a CIG project will be evaluated by the technical
contact and Information Technology Center to determine expected use. Software that is
expected to be used by NRCS must be certified as Common Computing Environment-approved
software. All software must be developed and maintained by the grantee.

(2) NRCS information technology specialists may provide oversight to ensure coordination
with NRCS software during the proposal review process.

(3) For all software developed with USDA support, USDA receives a royalty-free license for
Federal Government use, reserves the right to require the patentee to license others in certain
circumstances, and requires that anyone exclusively licensed to sell the software in the United
States must normally manufacture it domestically.

526.19 Review and Selection Process

A. National Component

(1) Preproposal Review
(i) Each preproposal application will be screened for completeness and compliance with the
provisions of the APF. Incomplete preproposal applications and those that do not meet the
provisions of the APF will be eliminated from competition, and notification of elimination
will be mailed to the applicant.
(ii) Applicants meeting the provisions of the APF will be invited to submit a full proposal.
(2) Full Proposal Review - First Level
(i) Technical Peer Review Group
Applications meeting the full proposal provision of the APF will be evaluated by a technical
peer review panel. The technical peer review panel is comprised of Federal and non-Federal
technical specialists. Panelists will evaluate project proposals corresponding to their area
of expertise using the evaluation criteria below.
(||) Criteria for Proposal Evaluation.—
The technical peer review panels will use the following criteria to evaluate
prOJect proposals.
- Purpose and goals:
-- Design and implementation of project based on sound methodology, demonstrated
technology, or both.
-- Promote environmental enhancement and protection in conjunction with
agricultural production.
-- Project outcome is clearly measurable.
-- Potential for successful completion.
-- Both beneficial and adverse impacts are considered, and an acceptably significant
level of improvement will be achieved.
- Innovative technology or approach:
-- Project is innovative (national, regional, local in nature).
-- Project conforms to description of innovative projects or activities in proposal
request announcement.
- Project Management:
-- Timeline and milestones are clear and reasonable.
-- Project staff has technical expertise needed.
-- Budget is adequately explained and justified.
-- Experience and capacity to partner with and gain the support of other
organizations, institutions, and agencies.
- Transferability:
-- Potential for producers and landowners to use the innovative technology or
technologies.
-- Potential to transfer the approach or technology nationally or to a broader
audience or other geographic or socioeconomic areas, including limited resource,
socially disadvantaged and other traditionally underserved producers and
communities.
-- Potential for NRCS to successfully use the innovative approach or methods.
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-- Project will result in the development of technical or related technology transfer
materials (technical standards, technical notes, guide sheets, handbooks, software,
etc.).
In addition, if a “"Grants Leveraging” category is offered, applications under this
category will be evaluated utilizing all of the following criteria:
- Grants Management:
-- Capacity and ability to administer and manage grants (for example, prior
experience, skill sets available, etc.).
-- Agreement process to define roles, responsibilities, expectations, and
requirements for grant recipients.
-- Oversight ability to help ensure deliverables are on time.
(iii) State Conservationist Review
In addition to addressing potential duplication of efforts, ethical concerns, and consistency
with overall EQIP objectives, the State Conservationist will provide additional
recommendations and comments in an effort to enhance the Grants Review Board review
process. The feedback will be used as one source of information by the Grants Review
Board to develop funding recommendations to the Chief.
(3) Full Proposal Review — Second Level
(i) Grants Review Board
: Evaluated applications will be forward to the Grants Review Board. The Grants
Review Board will review and certify the evaluations and recommendations from the
technical peer review panel and ensure that the proposal evaluations are consistent with
program objectives.
The CIG Grants Review Board consists of the Deputy Chief for Soil Science and
Resource Assessment, the Deputy Chief for Science and Technology, the Deputy Chief
for Programs, at least one Regional Conservationist, at least one State Conservationist,
and the director of Outreach and Advocacy. The Deputy Chief for Science and
Technology chairs the Grants Review Board.
The Grants Review Board will make recommendations to the Chief for final
selection and funding decisions.
(4) Project Selection
Based on the recommendations from the Grants Review Board, the Chief will select
applications for potential award. The rankings and recommendations of the Grants Review
Board are only advisory. The agency is not bound to make the award to the applicant with
the highest ranking. Refer to 120-FGCAH, Part 600, Subpart __ [w2] , Section 600.23(5),
“Review Board Recommendations.”

B. State Component

(1) Proposal Review

Prior to the technical review, each application will be screened for completeness and to
determine if the application complies with the provisions of CIG. Incomplete applications and
those that do not meet the provisions of CIG will be eliminated from competition, and
notification of elimination will be mailed to the applicant. Applications meeting the screening
criteria will be reviewed through the State’s grant reviewing process. Each State will establish
a review process that is consistent with CIG provisions. The review criteria will be described
in the State’s APF. Reviewed applications and reviewer recommendations will be forwarded to
the State Conservationist for final selection and funding decisions.

(2) Project Selection
State Conservationist selects projects based on recommendations from State review panels.

526.20 Award Information

. Anticipated Award Announcement

(1) USDA Secretary of Agriculture or the NRCS Chief will announce national-component CIG
awards.

(2) State Conservationist (only after the USDA Secretary of Agriculture or NRCS Chief has
announced the national-component CIG awards) will announce the State-component CIG
awards.

. Award Notification

NRCS will notify the designated contact person for the selected project proposal by official letter
(see subpart G of this manual for sample letters). This notice will indicate the need to work with
the administrative contact to develop a grant agreement prior to starting work on the project.
Applicants who are not selected will be notified by official letter. The NRCS Chief will make
project selection.

. Grant Agreement

The CCC, through NRCS, will use a grant agreement to document grantees’ participation in the
CIG component of EQIP. The grant agreement will be developed in accordance with 120-FGCAH,
Part 600.
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D. Reporting Requirements

NRCS will designate programmatic, administrative, and technical contacts for each CIG project.
These individuals will have program, administrative, and technical compliance responsibility for
the project. The grant agreement will establish the frequency and timing of reports and the
contact information for NRCS-desighated contacts. The grantee must send copies of the required
reports to each of these NRCS contacts and comply with any requests for information from these
individuals. The grantee should work closely with these contacts throughout the course of the
project.

(1) Financial Reporting
(i) Grantees receiving an advance of Federal funds of more than $25,000 are required to
submit SF-425, “Federal Financial Report,” no later than 15 days following the end of each
quarter or 90 days after project completion. These reports are used to monitor cash
advanced to recipients and to obtain disbursement and outlay information for each award.
(ii) Grantees must submit SF-425, “Federal Financial Report,” quarterly, or as directed in
the grant agreement, and no later than 90 days after completion of the project. SF-425 is
available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/grants_forms/.

(2) Technical Reporting
(i) A written performance progress report must be submitted to the NRCS program contact,
with copies to the NRCS national technical contact, State technical contact, or both, as
appropriate. This report is distinct from the quarterly financial report described above.
Each progress report must cover work performed during the previous 6-month period,
including any time extensions, a comparison of actual accomplishments to project goals,
and a statement of work projected to be completed in the next 6-month period.
(ii) To satisfy the requirements of EQIP (7 CFR Part 1466) eligibility, the grantee is
reqUIred to submit all of the following as components of the semiannual progress report:

A list of all EQIP-eligible producers or entities involved in the project.

The dollar amount of direct and indirect payment made to each individual
producer or entity for any structural or management practices. Both quarterly and
cumulative payment amounts must be submitted.

Self-certification indicating that each individual or entity receiving a direct or
indirect payment through this grant is in compliance with the EQIP eligibility
requirements, including AGI restrictions, EQIP payment limitations, and HELC/WC
provisions.

. A progress report template will be provided to grantees by the NRCS program
contact. This template is also available on the NRCS CIG Web site at
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/cig/index.html

. A final report must be submitted within 90 days following the completion date of
the project, detailing project activities, funding received, funding expended, results,
transferability, and completion of the project deliverables listed in the grant
agreement. The final report will be reviewed by the identified contacts for compliance
with the grant agreement requirements and to determine the potential for technology
transfer.

CIG grantees will need to participate in a technology transfer event. The purpose
of this effort is to share the progress and lessons learned of CIG projects, while
providing grantees with an opportunity to network with NRCS staff and other experts.

E. Modifications or Revisions

(1) Grant agreements may be revised at any time with the mutual consent of all parties,
providing the proposed revision is within the scope and intent of the grant. The revisions of
national CIG grant agreements must be approved by the Deputy Chief for Management.
Revisions to State component CIG grant agreements must be approved by the State
Conservationist. Approval must be received by the grantee, in writing and signed by the
authorized representative, before the changes are implemented. Modifications or changes
that are considered significant to the action, or that have bearing on changes in
environmental impact, may require that a supplemental review under NEPA be prepared prior
to approving the modification.

(2) For detailed requirements and further guidance, refer to 120-FGCAH, Part 600, Subpart E.

F. Violations

A person or entity found in violation of their CIG grant agreement is subject to the provisions
contained in 7 CFR Part 3015 and related departmental regulations. For more information refer
to 120-FGCAH, Part 600, Subpart G.

526.21 Payment Limitations

A. EQIP Payment Limitation and Duplicate Payments

Section 1240G of the Food Security Act of 1985 (as amended by the Food, Conservation, and
Energy Act of 2008), 16 U.S.C. Section 3839aa-7, imposes a $300,000 limitation for payments
disbursed to individuals or entities under an EQIP contract over a rolling 6-year period. The
limitation applies to CIG in the following manner:
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(i) CIG funds are awarded through grant agreements; these grant agreements are not EQIP
contracts. Awards to CIG projects are not limited by the EQIP payment limitation. However,
other limitations apply as noted in sections (ii) and (iii) below.

(ii) Direct or indirect payments made to an individual or entity using funds from a CIG award
to carry out structural, vegetative, or land management practices are limited by each
individual’s or entity’s EQIP payment limitation. Through project reports, CIG grantees are
responsible for certifying that producers involved in CIG projects do not exceed the EQIP
payment limitation. Furthermore, all direct and indirect payments made to producers using
CIG funds must be reported to NRCS.

(iii) Direct or indirect payments cannot be made for a conservation practice for which the
producer has already received funds through any USDA conservation program; this would be
considered a duplicate payment.

526.22 Project Evaluation and Assessment

A. National Component

(1) National technical contacts will work with State technical contacts (if applicable) to
conduct a compliance and technology transfer review of all active national component CIG
projects to assess progress towards meeting objectives and to identify products and
technologies ready for adoption.

(2) National technical contacts, State technical contacts, or both, will prepare a project
evaluation report for national-component CIG projects that have been completed and for
which the grant agreement has expired.

B. State Component

(1) States that have offered the State component of CIG must provide their funded CIG
projects data to the national CIG Program manager by the end of first quarter of the fiscal
year.

(2) States will conduct compliance and technology transfer review of all active State-
component CIG projects to assess progress towards meeting objectives and to identify
products and technologies ready for adoption.

(3) States will prepare a project evaluation report for State-component CIG projects that
have been completed and for which the grant agreement has expired. State will submit a
copy of the project evaluations to the national Field Office Technical Guide coordinator.

526.23 Debriefing and Appeals

For USDA program participants whose applications were not selected may make a written request
to the CIG Program manager for a debriefing. The CIG Program manager must respond within 30
working days from the day of receipt. If the recipient is not satisfied with the response, an
appeal may be made in writing to the director of the Acquisitions Division. Refer to 120-FGCAH,
Part 600, Subpart __[w3] , Section 600.41 “Debriefing and Appeals.”

526.24 Equitable Relief

Section 1613 of the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (Public Law 107-171, the 2002
Farm Bill), sets forth provisions whereby NRCS program participants, as defined in section 1613(a)
(3), may apply for equitable relief when a determination of noncompliance with a covered
conservation program requirement has been issued. For more information on NRCS equitable relief
policy, refer to 440-CPM, Part 509, “Equitable Relief from Ineligibility for Conservation Programs.”

526.25 Glossary

A. State Conservationist.—State Conservationists and the Directors of the Caribbean Areas and
Pacific Islands Areas.

B. EQIP-eligible.—Any farming entity, land, and practice that meets the definitions of EQIP as
defined in 7 CFR Part 1466.

C. Grant agreement.—A document describing a relationship between NRCS and a State or local
government, or other recipient whenever the principal purpose of the relationship is the transfer of
a thing of value to a recipient to accomplish a public purpose of support or stimulation authorized
by Federal law, and substantial Federal involvement is not anticipated.

D. Grant Review Board.—The review board makes recommendations for grant awards to the Chief.
It consists of the Deputy Chief for Soil Science and Resource Assessment, the Deputy Chief for
Science and Technology, the Deputy Chief for Programs, at least one Regional Conservationist, at
least one State Conservationist, and the director of Outreach and Advocacy. The Deputy Chief for
Science and Technology chairs the Grants Review Board.

E. Technical peer review panel.—A panel consisting of Federal and non-Federal technical
specialists who possess expertise in a discipline or disciplines deemed important to provide a
technical evaluation of project proposals submitted under this notice. The Deputy Chief for Science
and Technology oversees the technical peer review panel review process.
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F. Project.—The activities as defined within the scope of the application or grant agreement.
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Subpart G — Exhibits

Subpart G = Exhibits

526.70 Sample Letters

Receipt of Application

Full Proposal Invitation
Notification of ineligibility
Notification of Selection

moowp»

Notification of Nonselection
526.71 Reporting Forms

Click here for a copy of SF-425, “Federal Financial Report”
Click here for a copy of SF-270, “Request for Advance or Reimbursement”
Click here for a copy of SF-272, “Federal Cash Transactions Report”

oo wp»

. Semiannual Report Template

m

Final Report Guidance
526.72 Application Forms

See Title 120, Federal Grants and Cooperative Agreements Handbook, Part 600, Subpart I, “Exhibits”

(1) SF-424, “Application for Federal Assistance”
(2) SF-424A, “Budget Information — Non-Construction Programs”
(3) SF-424B, “Assurances — Non-Construction Programs”

526.73 Solicitation Tools—Examples

A. Sample Announcement for Program Funding
B. Sample Application Checklist

526.74 Preaward Tools—Examples
Sample CIG Technical Peer Review Evaluation Guidance and Forms

526.75 Postaward Tools

A. National Instruction 120-331, “Notice of Grant and Agreement Award”

(1) Statement of Work
(2) General Terms and Conditions
(3) Form NRCS-ADS-093, Notice of Grant and Agreement Award

B. Compliance and Technology Transfer Review Worksheet
C. Project Evaluation Template
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