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This document was prepared by Hugh Joseph for the Community Food Security Coalition (CFSC) to help CFP grant applicants understand the Letter of Intent process and to develop appropriate submissions. We have done our best to assure the accuracy of the information provided, including verifying information with staff of the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service (CSREES).  However, this does not represent official USDA policy nor is it a substitute for the guidelines from CSREES concerning the CFP Program.  Our role is to promote the best possible submissions by applicants based on our experience with the CFP Program and our interpretations of the Request for Applications (RFA). Please use this guide only in conjunction with the RFA released by CSREES, and consult that RFA for instructions for submission of a Letter of Intent.

The Community Food Projects (CFP) Competitive Grants Program requires a two-step process for applicants seeking CFP funding: 

STEP 1 is a Letter of Intent (LOI). This is required for all applicants. The due date is January 10, 2008.  The LOI must be submitted by email only.
STEP 2 is the full proposal.  Invitations will go out by email to those applicants selected through the LOI process.  Full proposal invitations will be sent out by CSREES by January 24, 2008.  Proposals are due February 25, 2008 by close of business - 5 p.m. EST.  These are to be submitted through the Grants.gov electronic filing process.

The following guidance concerns Step 1 - the Letter of Intent process.

For guidance with preparing the full CFP proposal that follows the LOI step, please consult the Community Food Projects Planning Guide, also posted on the CFSC website at 

http://www.foodsecurity.org/cfp_help.html#cfp_guide
For guidance with preparing a Planning Project proposal, see the planning project guide, also available on the CFSC website at http://www.foodsecurity.org/cfp_help.html#cfp_guide
1. How the Letter of Intent (LOI) will be used by CSREES:

CSREES is using this two-step process primarily to identify viable and appropriate applications, and to weed out those proposals that are not a good fit for this program. These are organizations that would be ineligible for various reasons or projects that are unlikely to receive a positive review and to get funded. This process is intended to reduce the burden on reviewers and to save applicants that are unlikely to be funded the effort of preparing a full application. CSREES expects that a large majority of LOI submissions will be approved for full proposals. Their intention is not to use the LOI alone to judge the worthiness of proposals that appear to fit the RFA criteria.  Approval to submit a full proposal is not an indication that the project is more likely to be funded though the competitive review process for full proposals. 
To determine eligibility to apply for a CFP grant, please refer to the RFA: PART III- ELIGIBILITY INFORMATION.
2. RFA specifications for the Letter of Intent (LOI): 

The Community Food Projects Request for Applications (RFA), posted December 12, 2007 by CSREES, provides the following guidance for the LOI:

Applicants wishing to apply to the CFPCGP for FY 2008 must submit a LOI to the Community Food Projects program via e-mail at comfood@csrees.usda.gov by COB on January 10, 2008 (5:00 p.m. Eastern Time).  LOIs received after COB WILL NOT BE REVIEWED.  E-mail messages containing the LOI should state “Letter of Intent” in the subject line of the message.  The responsibility of ensuring and substantiating that a Letter of Intent was sent and received prior to the deadline rests with the applicant.  Please note that the email address above is for the submission of Letters of Intent only.

LOIs must declare which type of project, i.e. CFP, T&TA Project, or PP, and should contain: 

(1) the name and location of the applicant organization; (2) a descriptive title of the proposed project; (3) names and roles of the Project Director(s) and other key personnel, along with their institutions; and (4) a brief statement of purpose, approaches, and objectives.  If all requested information is not included in the LOI, it will not be reviewed and will not result in an invitation to submit a full application.   

The complete LOI containing all of the information above should be no more than 750 words in length. LOI must be submitted in the body of the e-mail.  No attachments will be opened.  LOIs that do not adhere to these word limits and restrictions will not be reviewed and will not result in an invitation to submit a full application.  Accepted Letters will be reviewed for relevance to the program’s goals.  An invitation to submit a full application will be issued by e-mail to applicants whose LOI meet minimum program requirements.  Both successful and unsuccessful LOI applicants will be notified by COB on January 24, 2008.  If applicants have not received notification of acceptance or decline by January 29, 2008, they should contact Elizabeth Tuckermanty at etuckermanty@csrees.usda.gov.  
Please note the following guidelines, to avoid making mistakes that caused problems or disqualification for some applicants in past years: 

A. Submitting the LOI on time: Note that the deadline is 5:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time on January 10, 2008.  In past years, some letters were disqualified because they arrived too late on the due date.  If you are in another time zone, a 5 P.M. (your time) submission will be considered late and disqualified.  Email sometimes gets delayed in transit.  Applicants are urged to submit a day early to be sure to avoid any problems of this type.  The RFA clearly states that the applicant is responsible for ensuring that the letter is received before the deadline.  So, don’t wait to the last minute to send it!
B.  Identifying the type of application:  As requested, applicants should note whether the intended proposal will be for a regular CFP grant, a Planning Project grant, or a T&TA grant.  Making this clear helps make sure it will get properly tracked as a full proposal, and will get to the proper review category and panel.

C. Identifying the applicant organization and contact person: Many proposals involve multiple organizations.  The applicant entity should be clearly identified, so it can be matched with the full submission. Also, keep in mind that CFP will send the notification of acceptance or rejection of the LOI only to the email address that was used to submit it.  As a caution, if your applicant has not heard from CSREES by January 29, 2008, please contact etuckermanty@csrees.usda.gov  to let them know and to find out what your application’s determination status is.

D. Selecting / changing the type of CFP proposal / category:  Last year, several applicants requested a change of category after being approved to submit a full proposal. For example, an organization applied to submit a full proposal in their LOI, but realized they were not ready to submit this by the deadline.  They asked for approval to submit a Planning Projects application.  CSREES will likely approve this; however, you will need to communicate this intent to CSREES before submitting the proposal, and clearly note this change at the beginning of your proposal (e.g., in a cover letter or note).

3. Reasons that CFP proposals may not get reviewed and / or funded: 

In past years, a certain percent of proposals have not been reviewed because they did not meet basic eligibility requirements. Many others have been poorly reviewed because they didn’t address essential criteria described in the RFA. These include the following:

· The applicant is deemed ineligible; i.e., it isn’t a not-for-profit organization;

· Applicants and / or partner organizations lack the relevant mission, expertise, or jurisdiction to carry out the proposed goals, objectives, and workplans;

· Projects do not have low-income constituencies as primary partners; 

· Projects appear to lack community-based planning and input from those being served;

· The proposal is for a single purpose project whose proposed scope of work does not incorporate multiple objectives as described in the RFA (e.g., setting up a farmers’ market or community garden as the overall primary objective);

· Stated objectives are not consistent with CFP broad priorities (e.g., the main request is to support an emergency food distribution program);

· Project budgets are primarily for capital expenditures (buildings, vehicles) or for inappropriate expenditures (e.g., food purchases), without much programmatic context;

· Programs are overly ambitious or the proposed budget is not consistent with the expected level of effort; 

· Project does not appear viable with respect to ‘one-time funding’ criteria and/or longer term sustainability.

CSREES LOI reviewers will have only a couple of pages of information upon which to assess your project and to determine if it is a good match for the CFP initiative. In that respect, your LOI should, to the extent possible, demonstrate that the proposed project:

(A)  fits the organizational eligibility criteria for being a non-profit;

(B) fits the CFP criteria sufficiently to justify an invitation to submit a full proposal, and

(C) does not contain information that will disqualify the applicant or otherwise make the proposed project appear unlikely to be funded.
4. How to approach preparing the Letter of Intent (LOI):
In the following sections, we provide guidance on preparing an LOI to be sure your submission is fairly reviewed and hopefully approved for a full proposal.  We encourage applicants to treat the LOI as if it is a mini-proposal. It may seem daunting to think you can capture your project in a 750-word summary. However, the point here is to let reviewers clearly understand what you are proposing to do and who is involved. Even if your proposal isn’t completely worked out, do the best with what you have so far. You will have four weeks to write a full proposal if your LOI is approved. So certainly do not skip submitting an LOI just because you might not have all the pieces pulled together. 
At this stage the key thing CSREES is looking for is whether you meet the guidelines in terms of eligibility and with respect to what you are proposing to carry out. By this point, your project planning should have evolved to the following degree:
· A community based planning process is completed (or nearly so);

· The applicant (sponsor) organization and partners are identified and roles are fairly well thought out;

· The overall project goals and objectives are fairly well developed; 

· Your project timeline and core activities are outlined;

· The budget is at least sketched out and the required matching resources are identified.

Now you may also be concerned about how committed you need to be to the goals, activities, budget, timeline, and so on that you propose in the LOI. CSREES realizes this is a pre-proposal, and will treat it as such. As you develop a full proposal, changes to the project as outlined in the initial LOI may be needed, and this is acceptable. However, this is within reason – submitting a completely different proposal is not suggested!

We recommend the following overall approach to preparing your LOI:

· Review the RFA completely before preparing the LOI; we also recommend reviewing the CFSC Community Food Projects Planning Guide;
· Provide as much specific information as possible to describe your project , based on your planning to date; 

· Be sure to include all the vital details requested in the RFA, and avoid unnecessary details and repetitions that eat up valuable words. 

5. Suggested content for the LOI: 

CSREES asks that we emphasize (per the RFA) that all LOIs
 must declare which type of project, i.e. CFP, T&TA Project, or PP, and should contain: 

(1) the name and location of the applicant organization; 
(2) a descriptive title of the proposed project; 
(3) names and roles of the Project Director(s) and other key personnel, along with their institutions; and 
(4) a brief statement of purpose, approaches, and objectives.  

If any of the above-requested information is not included in the LOI, it will not be reviewed and will not result in an invitation to submit a full application.
A. Regular CFP projects: We suggest that your LOI incorporate the following information, ordered as if it is a mini-proposal. The information does not need to be provided in this sequence, or with headings. Using CFP evaluation criteria as our main guide here, we indicate where we think your emphasis should go.
( Applicant information: (Essential) 

· Provide contact information - name, address, location of project, email, phone, fax – so CFP staff can notify you
· Be sure to indicate if your applicant / sponsor organization is an eligible nonprofit entity (see RFA guidelines)
( The Organizations Involved in the Project: (Very important) 
· Identify proposed core collaborators.  If it is not obvious who or what they represent by their names, provide an additional descriptor; e.g., ‘St. Mary’s Church’ - food pantry; ‘Growing Strong’ - urban youth gardening program. 

· Briefly note the partners’ proposed involvement in particular; e.g., St. Mary’s Church - the area food pantry - will sponsor a farmers’ market.  (A line or so to summarize each major partner is enough.) 

 ( The Community to Be Served and the Needs To Be Addressed: (Very important)

· Describe the target community and primary participants or service recipients – in ways that indicate whether they are low-income. (A sentence or two should suffice)

· Describe the need for the program in terms of poverty, other demographics, food insecurity, hunger, local food system issues, and similar information. Focus mostly on specific community food security needs to be addressed by this project. (A sentence or two at most) 

· Note any input / involvement of the community in the planning process (One sentence or so as part of the items above)  

( Project Goals and Purposes: (Extremely important)
· Provide your major goals/objectives and/or expected outcomes. These should essentially capture the overall project. (Several lines may be needed, depending on the scope of the project.) 

( Activities to Achieve the Goals: (Less important)
· Describing specific activities is not a priority here unless this adds critical information not provided in goals and objectives (for example, if your ‘Objective 3’ is to provide a skills training course, you do not need to detail how and where it will operate, etc. If you include activities, try to combine them with goals and objectives. (Allow a line or so at most per activity) 

( Timeline: (Important, but not in depth)
· Indicate the proposed length of the project (up to three years). If there is a planning phase in the grant, specify the expected length of time that will involve. For example, a community food assessment or other planning may last six months or a year. (One or two lines) 

( Relationship to Program Objectives: (Minor importance)
· While addressing these objectives is very important for your full proposal, in the LOI you might briefly allude to such relationships if somehow this is not implicit from the goals and objectives or outcomes you provide.  Avoid repeating any points you have already made. And if the word count is an issue, this is one place you can make cuts.

( Self-Sustainability: (not important) 
· How the project or the resulting programs or enterprises will continue (if appropriate) after CFP funding ends is important in the proposal, but not a critical issue for the LOI.  
( Budget request: (Important - amount only) 
· Specify the amount that you expect to request from CFP (approximate is OK) and the time duration this involves. Note – a budget is not required, and you may modify the amount you specify in your final proposal if necessary.)
( Evaluation: (Not important for LOI) :

· Evaluation is very important in the full proposal, but there is no need to discuss this here unless evaluation plays a critical role in the project itself. 

B. Technical Assistance (TA) proposals:  Technical assistance (TA) proposals require somewhat different details.  We again suggest your LOI incorporate the following information, ordered as if it is a mini-proposal. 
Applicant information:  

· Provide contact information - name, address, location of project, email, phone, fax

· Be sure to indicate if your applicant / sponsor organization is an eligible non-profit

· Applicant’s expertise and capacities / competencies to provide the TA 

The Organizations Involved in the Project: 
· Identify core collaborators, organizations, and individuals as applicable 
· Note the partners’ main involvements in particular (a line or so to summarize each major partner is enough; e.g., Tufts University, Jane Doe, document preparation and on-site training)
· Briefly note partners’ expertise and capacities / competencies to provide the TA if you have space
The Communities to Be Served and the Needs to Be Addressed: 
· The geographic service area(s) in which the TA will be provided; e.g., region (describe) or national, and demographics of targeted constituencies as applicable.  Note that ‘region’ for T&TA proposals generally refers to a multi-state area.  However, if there is a significant and appropriate constituency within a smaller ‘region,’ that can also be considered.
· What needs are being addressed, and how this was determined. 
Project Goals and Purposes: 

· Provide your major objectives and/or outcomes – e.g., project evaluation, leadership development, or assistance on a particular type of project, such as farm-to-institution methods.  These should essentially capture the overall TA work being proposed. 
Activities to Achieve the Goals: 

· Describing specific activities is not a priority here unless they add critical information not provided in goals and objectives (for example, if your ‘Objective 3’ is to provide a skills training course, you do not need to detail how and where it will operate, etc.) If you include activities, try to combine them with goals and objectives. 

Timeline: 

· Indicate the proposed length of the project, up to three years. 
Budget request:
· Specify the amount you will be requesting (approximate is OK; it can be changed in the full proposal) 
C. Planning Project grants: 
Note: Please see Guidance for Preparing Planning Project Grant Proposals for Community Food Projects for detailed assistance concerning these types of applications. 
http://www.foodsecurity.org/cfp_help.html#cfp_guide
Planning Project grant requirements are like regular CFP proposals in terms of expected LOI content. Please refer to the list above (A). However, we think it is more important here to emphasize features that are priorities to planning grants. These include:

· Experience / expertise that is relevant to taking on a planning process (e.g., a history of commitment to and direct involvement in food security projects in low-income communities, as well as success in outreach to low-income participants);

· Some assessment of problems, needs, opportunities, and/or assets (this could be broad or more focused);

· Capacity building among participating organizations;

· An inclusive community-based planning process, preferably involving multiple partners and low-income residents. 
6. Recommended strategies for preparing a 750 word abstract: 

· Using these guidelines above as a checklist for overall content, prepare information for each component. Be concise but do not worry about too many words initially. 
· Combine the information into a draft. It is generally better if your first draft is more than the 750 word limit, because then you can edit it down and make it a tighter document. Having 1000 or even 2000 words may be fine as a start. Be ready to revise it several times. (Hint - Microsoft Word will give you the document word count under Tools) 
· Focus on communicating the essence of your project – the overall objectives, goals, and outcomes. This is really what will assure the reviewers that you are on track.  Note that the RFA this year places more emphasis on providing clear outcomes.

· Be sure to edit for clarity and accuracy, spelling errors, and such. It is very helpful to have at least one other person proof the document in hard copy (printed out) form. 
Finally: We wish you good luck, and encourage those who need additional technical assistance from the CFSC in planning a project or preparing a Letter of Intent to contact us (see our website for specific information: http://www.foodsecurity.org/cfp_help.html. 
�Some of the things you have suggested may be too much. Like we don't really have them describe their group in depth and not timeline so much as length of project.
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