Advancing Sustainable Agriculture:  A New Funding Strategy for Southern SARE 
This year, the Sustainable Agriculture Research & Education Program (SARE) celebrated 20 years of awarding grants to farmers, ranchers, researchers, extension personnel, and agricultural professionals.  During those 20 years, SARE has worked towards a vision of an enduring American agriculture of the highest quality.  This agriculture is profitable, protects the nation’s land, air and water, and is a rewarding way of life for farmers and ranchers whose quality products and operations sustain their communities and society.  Therefore, SARE’s mission is to advance – to the whole of American agriculture – innovations that improve profitability, stewardship of our natural resources and quality of life by investing in critical research, education and outreach.
While advancing this vision and mission, SARE has developed a set of core values that include:


Diversity – geographical, biological and human – lies at the heart of an enduring, quality 
agriculture.  SARE invests in approaches that are site-specific, promote a diversity of 
crops, livestock and landscapes, and include the full range of voices in decision-making. 


Connections – that make agriculture sustainable are the result of three mutually 
beneficial, interlocking goals:  profitability, stewardship of the land, air and water, 
and quality of life for farmers, ranchers, and their communities.  SARE invests in 
holistic 
approaches where crops and 
livestock are pursued as part of a greater system that 
includes natural and imposed 
landscape resources, communities, livelihoods and human 
well-being.


Innovation – born from rigorous scientific inquiry and farmers’ and ranchers’ on-
the-
ground experiences – is the key to lasting success in agriculture.  SARE invests in the 
development of new, effective technologies, methods and communications that improve  
the quality of agriculture.

Looking back over the past 20 years allows for an assessment of how the Southern Region has undertaken the grant-making process to accomplish our mission and provides an opportunity to make fundamental changes in our Research & Education (R&E) grant program.  The increasing cost of fuel, fertilizer and other inputs based on non-renewable resources and increased pressures on land, air and water resources by growing populations suggests a reexamination of our agricultural systems, as well as our grants program, with regard to how they should be adapted to these changing conditions. 
One urgent need that has evolved is the continuation of systems research over longer periods of time than our traditional grant programs normally support.  This is particularly true in the area of sustainable agriculture where the interrelationships among various system components are often subtle and may surface only as time allows effects of these relationships to evolve to measurable levels.  In addition, interpretations based on short term research can be misleading.  
In proposing a restructuring of the Southern Region SARE (S-SARE) Research and Education (R&E) program, we start from two points.  First, SARE has been remarkably successful at providing farmers and ranchers with a tool kit that helps reduce the environmental impacts of agriculture.  However, our quality of life mandate has been less successful.  Second, we have sought to fund projects that apply systems-based research techniques to the study of sustainable agriculture. These research techniques are based on the recognition that agricultural systems are complex and that interactions among components determine how the system performs. Successfully applying a systems approach to research however is not only expensive but requires a longer time frame than the usual two- or three-year grant cycle.    
To retain our historical strengths, to advance sustainable agriculture, and to encourage a systems approach to research, S-SARE is restructuring our R&E program into three grant categories: new research projects that concentrate on production research, postharvest-food systems research, or a continuum that spans both; long-term systems programs, and; S-SARE matching grants.  

The Three Grant Categories:
1.  New Research Projects.

New Research and Education Projects would focus on one of the three following areas:
a.
Projects that concentrate on production research.


Production research focuses on the actual agricultural production techniques. Many of the 
farming practices that have resulted from SARE-funded research are today common tools 
for all farmers.  S-SARE would continue to fund these types of research proposals as they 
provide key parts of a larger holistic system, particularly as they relate to farmer participation 
in our program and complement the producer, on-farm, professional development, and 
graduate student programs.
b.
Projects that concentrate on postharvest/food system research.


These grants would examine what goes on past 
the farm in terms of markets, distribution 
systems and policy. We would particularly encourage social science research into areas such 
as local food systems and systems of well-coordinated regional farm networks, as well as 
needed changes in agricultural policy to support sustainable agriculture.
c. Projects that encompass production and postharvest research.  


While some research can be separated into production and postharvest levels, we also seek to 
encourage attempts to provide integration of the different levels of the agricultural system, as 
well as the different sciences that lend more value to the results. Our preference will be for 
research projects that connect parts of the agricultural system.
Within these three categories of research we would offer three levels and types of funding opportunities; developing/planning systems 
projects, preliminary research, and full R&E grants.


a.
Developing/Planning Project:  $10,000 - $20,000 1 year.


In general, SARE looks to fund work that is undertaken by interdisciplinary and often 

multi-institutional teams.  Bringing together such teams takes both time and expense.  

To be effective, teams should use shared leadership and group process as the 


dominant mode of planning.  Working as an interdisciplinary team is not an easy task.  

More often, we see the example of a project leader who organizes a loosely affiliated 

set of individuals to write a grant proposal.  This leads to a “business as usual” 


proposal.  It is often clear when we review grant proposals, that “collaboration” 


consists of little more than putting names on the proposal.


After a team has been formed and a research idea cemented, it again takes time and 

effort to adequately plan systems research.  The research team must define the project 

scope, establish goals and objectives and perform extensive literature reviews across 

multiple disciplines.  The experimental design must be matched to the goals, 


including the identification of farm sites.  Finally, statistical designs must be 


established.


It takes time and effort to gather the information and tools that enable 



collaborative research proposals to operate as an integrated team.  Developing/Planning 
funding would allow a project leader to develop an interdisciplinary team,

to instill a culture of collaboration, to settle on models of participation and to come  

together around a research idea.


b.
Preliminary Research:  up to $50,000 2 years.


Often, as a team performs literature reviews and begins to plan a project, they find 

that a small but crucial piece of information is missing. Thus preliminary research 

may be necessary to conduct some work that is needed prior to considering a full 


proposal.  This research need not be interdisciplinary, but its accomplishment would 

feed into the interdisciplinary team’s objective.


c.
Full R&E grants:  up to $300,000 for 3 years.



These grants would continue the traditional R&E grants program that has been the 


backbone of the SARE program for the past 20 years.  
A systems approach would be employed and strengthened through the availability of planning and preliminary research grants as noted above.  However, a full R&E project would not have to be preceded by these smaller grants and would be reviewed as they are currently.  Emphasis would be placed on farmer participation, particularly for the production projects, on the relevance to sustainable agriculture, and on the strength of a holistic approach.  Within the full R&E grants we would continue to have relevant priority areas such as:  limited resource farmers, organic farming systems, environmentally sound practices/agriculture ecosystems, marketing/economic development/ cooperatives, policy, project evaluation and quality of life, and women in sustainable agriculture.  
2.
Long-term Systems Grants.


This category of grants would be strictly for full systems research teams that have had 
successful research projects but need long-term support to build on the infrastructure in 
place. They would entail $50,000-$100,000 per year for five or more years, reviewed 
annually.  The goal of these grants would be to provide long-term funding to continue to 
utilize the expertise built up from past R&E grants, or some funding sources other than 
S-SARE.  Research teams would work with the SARE Administrative Council to 
identify new research goals to be 
accomplished.  These grants would be similar to those in 
science programs like the National Institute of Heath (NIH).


Unlike the matching grant program described below, these grants could support positions or 
activities in place prior to the grant application.  These grants would be designed to establish 
long-term capacity rather than gaining a near-term result to a specific research question.  We 
believe that the lack of long term funding is often a barrier to the full development and 
understanding of systems of agricultural production. More evidence of the ability of the 
project to leverage funding from other sources will be important in successfully competing 
for these grants.  Evidence would also be required that indicated the ability of the long-term 
grant to leverage the findings of past R&E, PDP, or other grants to extend their impact more 
widely and deeply.  Long-term grants should also enable successful systems projects to 
continue to compete for other SARE grants Thus, receiving a long-term grant will not 
disqualify a systems project from competing for 
other SARE grants.

These grants would help to build capacity at 1890 universities to that they can compete for 
larger systems projects.

3.
SARE Matching Grants – Advancing Sustainable Ag.

In anticipation of congressional funding of the matching grant program, this part of our 
portfolio would serve to dramatically increase the capacity and long-term commitment of 
states to sustainable agriculture. This would lead to a set of coordinated activities in research,      
extension and teaching.  


There is a growing consensus that SARE grants have greater and longer-lasting impacts 
when they are a part of a larger, sustained effort coordinated and leveraged by a center, 
institute, program, or other longer-lived investment by a university or other organization.  
SARE’s authorizing legislation foresaw the value of such investments by allowing SARE 
to make matching grants for the creation or enhancement of state programs once SARE’s 
R & E appropriation exceeds $15 Million. 
SARE Matching Grants would aim to dramatically increase the capacity and long-term commitment of states to conduct research, extension and education leading to implementation of sustainable agriculture on farms and ranches and in communities throughout the United States.  A Matching Grant would include a set of coordinated activities that could include:


1.
Activities that encourage the incorporation and integration of sustainable agriculture 


concerns in all state research, extension and education projects;


2.
Educational programs for farmers, educators and the public;


3.
The development and funding of innovative research, extension, and education programs 


regarding sustainable agriculture;


4.
The conduct of research and demonstration projects;


5.
The provision of technical assistance to farmers and ranchers;


6.
Activities that encourage farmer-to-farmer information exchanges;


7.
The incorporation of sustainable agriculture studies in undergraduate and graduate degree 

programs; and


8.
Such other activities that are appropriate to the agricultural concerns of the State and are 


consistent with the purpose of this program.
Matching Grants could support up to half the cost of salaries and operating costs of new faculty or staff positions or other new activities that address high-priority opportunities in sustainable agriculture in a manner that leads to substantial and long-lasting impacts after the grant concludes.  Matching Grants would not support facilities (“bricks and mortar”) nor positions or activities that were in place prior to the SARE grant and proposed to be shifted to SARE for ongoing support.

A proposal could be for the creation of a new program or the enhancement of an existing one.  Proposals could be from individual states or two or more states working together.  Requirements would include:


1.
Extensive and direct participation of farmers in the development, implementation, and 


evaluation of the program.


2.
At least 50% of the cost of the proposal provided by the applicant (State appropriated 


funds, other State revenue, or private contributions received by the State).


3.
A compelling plan and justification for how the activities of the program will lead to 


substantial and long-lasting impacts in the state, including embedding sustainable 



agriculture in research, extension and education at universities and in practice on farms, 


ranches and communities.


4.
Strong collaboration with relevant public and private organizations in the state (e.g. 


universities and colleges, state and federal government, non-profit organizations, 



agribusiness).


5.
Clear commitment and ability to sustain the program after the end of the award.


6.
Proposals would be for up to four years, with SARE funding of up to $1 Million over the 


entire period.

Matching Grants would be larger than SARE Research and Education grants, and would be designed to build long-term capacity rather than gaining a near-term result to a specific research question or educational need.  Near-term benefits of capacity-building would, however, also be expected.

Matching Grants would leverage the findings of SARE Research and Education, Professional Development, and Farmer/Rancher grants in order to extend their impact more widely and deeply.

Matching Grants could support formal education (e.g., undergraduate and graduate curriculum development and implementation); whereas SARE’s current competitive grants are for research and extension only (although many projects provide experiential education for student participants).
SARE State Coordinators would likely be central participants in SARE Matching Grants, but Matching Grants would support programs that are more substantial and wider-ranging, commensurate with their larger level of investment.
A SARE Matching Grant would likely improve the state’s capacity to compete successfully for SARE grants of all types.  Increased effort to compete for SARE grants might be a key component of a state’s plan to continue high-level commitment to sustainable agriculture after the Matching Grant ends, but it should not be the sole source of support for such future efforts.

We recognize that establishing the 50% match that will be required of this program could be a long, and perhaps expensive, process.  Although the Matching Grant program is not yet in place, S-SARE plans to offer planning grants in the range of $10,000 to $20,000 for one year to states who wish to prepare for the time when Congress allocates such funds.
Final Word
In all, this restructuring of the S-SARE R&E program is designed to insure that our funding mechanism is able to respond to the needs of farmers, the need to think about how to move toward different food systems, the need to provide long-term support to successful systems programs and the need to broaden the state programs by looking at the long-lasting impacts of matching grants.

The overall purpose of this restructuring of the S-SARE Research & Education program is to position us so that we can permeate agriculture everywhere with the most sustainable approach available.  Our goal is that sustainability principles be implemented by a majority of U.S. agriculture and that sustainability becomes the dominant paradigm for U.S. agriculture.  This would result in food sustainably produced in healthy communities in an environment where farmers are respected, rewarded, and encouraged to innovate.  We also seek partnerships with universities so that sustainable agriculture becomes the focus of their message. 

The concepts outlined above for a new funding strategy for the S-SARE program have been approved by the Administrative Council. The process will be phased-in as the AC more fully addresses the critical issue of how to evaluate project success, particularly for the long-term grants program.  The S-SARE AC will need to address how to articulate why we think this is the best route to getting more impact in the long run and how we would monitor and evaluate whether long-term projects were meeting expectations.  A process of feedback to project leadership in a timely manner will be of fundamental importance in the success of this plan.  As always we appreciate input and comments from the stakeholders of the SARE program who are the foundation of our success.  
PAGE  
2

