BEN:
Good afternoon. Welcome to a Value Added Producer Grant webinar, hosted by USDA Rural Development’s Vermont and New Hampshire Office. My name is Ben Doyle. I’m a Community and Economic Development Specialist for Rural Development and I’m joined today by two members of our Business Programs Team: Business Programs Director, Cheryl Ducharme, and Business Programs Specialist, Susan Poland. 
Cheryl and Susi are the experts on the Value Added Producer Grant Program. I’m kicking off this webinar, but will quickly hand it over to them so they can speak in greater detail about the program and walk you through the application scoring process. Cheryl and Susi will be happy to answer any questions you might have at the end of the presentation. Just use the webinar chat feature to submit them. Please note that we are recording this webinar and in the coming days we will be sharing links to the presentation and assorted materials with everyone who has registered.
DEADLINE/FUNDING ALLOCATION SLIDE 
The deadline for Vermont and New Hampshire’s Value Added producer grant is July 1st. 
This year, the national allocation for the Value Added Producer Grant program is $44 million. While your application is submitted to and review by the state Rural Development office, it competes in a national pool of applicants. Last year the VT/NH office received 15 applications, 10 of which were funded (7 in VT and 3 in NH). Or to say it another way, last year our office received $1,067,434 in requests for funding and we awarded $879,784—82% of the funding requests we received. As you can see, our jurisdiction is very successful in awarding these grants, but it’s also a very competitive national program. 
The value added producer grant application can be challenging for first time applicants. All of us at Rural Development are committed to helping you put forward the best application you can. Please don’t hesitate to call on us at any time. 
GOALS SLIDE
Our hope is that today’s presentation will achieve the following goals:
One, help applicants understand the Value Added Producer grant process and help them gauge their competitiveness for funding. Two, answer any questions they might have about the Value Added Producer Grant Program. And three, ensure the applicants know how the scoring process works and how to put together a strong application.
With that in mind, at this point I’d like to turn it over to my colleague, Business Program Specialist, Susan Poland who will provide a general overview of the program, a look at some example projects that USDA Rural Development has funded in previous years, and with Cheryl, provide an in depth review of the application and assorted scoring criteria. Susi?
SUSAN:
VALUE ADDED GRANT/VALUE ADDED DEFINITION SLIDE
Thank you, Ben. And good afternoon everyone. Let me begin by reviewing what a value added producer grant is and who should consider applying for it. The Value Added Producer Grant Program provides funding to agricultural producers to plan, expand, and/or market a value added product. USDA defines a value added product as an agricultural commodity or product that has undergone a change in physical state or was produced, marketed, or segregated in a way that enhances its value or expands the customer base of the product. Products that are aggregated and marketed as locally produced foods are also considered value added products. 
PLANNING GRANT SLIDE
Through the Value Added Producer grant program, applicants can receive funding to support either planning activities or working capital. For a planning grant, they can receive up to $75,000 in funding for the development of a defined program or economic planning activity such as determining the viability of Value Added Venture, conducting a feasibility study, or creating a business or marketing plan. 
WORKING CAPITAL GRANT SLIDE
For working capital grants, applicants can receive up to $250,000 to produce and market a value-added product and create associated marketing opportunities. Funds cannot be used to purchase equipment. So for example, if you are a tomato producer and want to get into the ketchup business, you could apply for a planning grant to complete a feasibility study or marketing plan for the venture. If, after the study, the project appears viable, you could then apply for a working capital grant to purchase ketchup bottles, labels, promotional materials, pay for labor, or offset other, non-equipment costs. Working Capital requests for less than $50,000 can use a streamlined application process that does not require a feasibility study (something that is required for larger grant requests). Both kinds of grants require a one to one match.
MATCHING FUNDS SLIDE
The match for a VAPG can take a variety of forms. In can be cash, personal loans, state grants (such as Vermont’s Working Lands Enterprise Board), or in kind contributions. In-kind contributions can be calculated by assigning the market value of labor or goods contributed to the project. Feel free to contact me with specific questions about eligible matching funds. 
A Value Added Producer Grant is for Agricultural Producers including farmers, ranchers, and harvesters including loggers and fishermen. Applicant producers must supply at least 51% of the commodity needed for the project and demonstrate the project will expand the customer base and increase revenues. Farmer co-ops and majority-controlled producer-based businesses are also eligible to apply. 
As you can see, there are a wide range of individuals and entities that are eligible for this program. The bottom line is that applicants need to own or have the legal right to harvest a minimum of 51% of the raw agricultural product they will be adding value to. If you have specific questions about eligibility, please contact me so we can ensure you are in fact eligible before you invest too much time in developing an application. 
To give you a better sense of what these projects look like I’m going to share some examples of VAPG projects that have recently been funded.
SCRUTON’S DAIRY SLIDE 
Historically, Scruton’s Dairy in Farmington, New Hampshire has sold its excess manure to local vegetable farmers to fertilize fields and crops. Given changes in both regulation and land availability for the spreading of manure, the Dairy has been looking for alternative ways to deal with their manure to prevent decreasing the size of their herd and potentially laying off workers. In 2015, the Dairy received a $2,000 planning grant for a feasibility/marketing study on producing electricity and compost from cow manure. We don’t know yet what the results of that feasibility study are, but hopefully you can get a sense of what a planning grant can be used for: a business was faced with a challenge and with USDA Rural Development funding is exploring ways to turn a liability into a value added commodity. 
BIG PICTURE FARM SLIDE
Now let’s look at an example of a grant recipient that is using working capital funds to add value to an agricultural product. Located in Townshend, VT, Big Picture Farm is a small, family owned and operated goat dairy and farmstead confectionary that is committed to making the finest, most delicious confections in the world using fresh goat milk from its herd of approximately 40 goats. In 2015, Big Picture Farm received a working capital grant of $124,280 to expand the processing, packaging, and promotion of farmstead goat milk truffles. Using a working capital grant, the farm hopes to achieve economies of scale by assisting with the labor costs of production, as well as the marketing of their product to wholesalers and restaurants across the county. According to the business plan referenced in their application, with the increased capacity, the farm could see its production of its highly acclaimed goat milk truffles from 700 per month to 14,000 per month. That’s a lot of truffles! 
APPLICATION VS. TOOLKIT SLIDE
Now that we’ve talked about what a Value Added Producer Grant is, who it’s for, and provided some examples of what it can do, let’s review how to apply for a Value Added Producer Grant, how an application is scored, and what applicants can do to make their applications as competitive as possible.
There are a couple of ways you can apply for a Value Added Producer Grant: by following the directions found in the application notice of the Federal Register, or by using the Application Toolkit we have provided you within the Notice of Solicitation of Applications. For the purposes of this webinar, we are going to assume that you will be using the toolkit. The benefit of using the toolkit is that it contains a fillable outline that will guide you step by step through the process. Whichever method you use, however, make sure you are provide the detailed information that is required by the program.
APPLICATION BASICS SLIDE
Much of the application is pretty straightforward. You will provide a no more than one-page Executive Summary describing your project, answer a number of objective questions about the people or entities involved in the project, provide a work plan and detailed budget, and in the appendixes supply supporting documentation, including in the case of Working Capital Applicants requesting more than $50,000, a copy of a feasibility study, business plan, or marketing plan. There are no specific point allocations associated with this information, but it’s critically important because it helps us understand exactly what it is you hope to accomplish with the grant funds and whether your project is actually eligible for grant funding. 
SCORING CRITERIA SLIDE
Whether you are applying for working capital or a planning grant, the evaluation process for your application and the associated scoring criteria are essentially the same. The maximum number of points awarded an application is 100 and applications are award points based on six scoring tiers:
1) Nature of Proposed Venture (30 Points)
2) Qualifications of Project Personnel (20 Points)
3) Commitments and Support (10 Points)
4) Work Plan and Budget (20 Points)
5) Priority Points (10 Points)
6) Administrator Points (10 Points)
I’d now like to turn the presentation over to my colleague, Business Programs Director, Cheryl Ducharme who will review the scoring criteria connected to each of these tiers.
 CHYERL:
NATURE OF PROPOSED PROJECT SLIDE
Thanks, Susi and good afternoon everyone. The first evaluation criterion asses a narrative description of the nature of the proposed project. In this narrative, you will describe the technological feasibility of the project, for example, is the product currently being manufactured? Is the product in test phase versus full capacity? Will you employ new or existing technology, etc.). You will describe the potential for expanding the customer base for the product, and the expected increase in revenue returns to the producer. 

You will also need to discuss the value-added process you are proposing; potential markets and distribution channels; the value to be added to the raw commodity through the value-added process; cost and availability of inputs, your experience in marketing the proposed or similar product; business financial statements; and any other relevant information that supports the viability of your project.  In other words, you will want to provide us with the what, how, and who of both the product and the value added process.

Next you will describe the operational efficiencies of the project (for example whether or not there is sufficient raw commodity), the expected profitability of the working capital project utilizing pro forma financial project summaries or other similar sources, and the economic sustainability of the project after your grant runs out. Basically, you need to show that the business can survive after the grant funds are gone. 
When describing the nature of the proposed project you should reference (and include in the appendixes of the application) third-party data or other information that specifically supports your project, including business financial statements, previous business experience producing or marketing the value-added product or similar product, experience in similar markets, or other successful ventures.  
That’s a lot of information, but if you follow the outline provided to you in the toolkit you’ll find it becomes more manageable. We find that the strongest applications are the ones that are detailed; again, what, how, and by whom. 
QUALIFICATIONS OF PROJECT PERSONNEL SLIDE
To receive points for the next criterion, Qualifications of Project Personnel, you will identify each of the individuals who will be responsible for completing the proposed tasks in the work plan, including summaries of their qualifications and expertise and describe individual roles, responsibilities, and commitments to the project. Points are awarded on a graduated scale depending on the documented experience of the people involved in the project. So to return to Susi’s imaginary example of a tomato producer looking to make ketchup, the applicant’s score in this area would be determined by the documented experience in making value added products like ketchup as well in their documented experience marketing or selling similar products. We don’t need to see complete resumes of the individuals involved, just information that demonstrates their capacity to complete the scope of work outlined in the application. One important point to keep in mind is that if your project involves interns, those interns can’t also be involved in actual harvesting of the product to which value will be added.
COMMITMENTS AND SUPPORT SLIDE
In the appendix of your application you will need to include letters of support or commitment from producers, end-users, and third parties providing critical contributions to the project. In the Commitments and Support section of the application, you will summarize those letters and provide an overview of the support they detail. Applications that demonstrate strong technical and logistical support to successfully complete the project will receive more points than those that demonstrate less support. So, for Susi’s ketchup producers, if they had letters from the Hunger Mountain Co-Op here in Montpelier or from the Monadnock Co-op in Keene, NH confirming that their customers can’t get enough of locally produced ketchup and that they look forward to buying 10 cases of ketchup a week, the application would certainly be far more competitive. 
WORK PLAN AND BUDGET SLIDE
As part of the application, you will submit a comprehensive work plan and budget.  When scoring the application, we cannot award points unless there is sufficient detail to determine that both the grant and matching funds are being used for qualified purposes and are from eligible sources without a conflict of interest. In other words, we need documentation that the person writing the feasibility study does not have a financial interest in the sale of the value added product. All working capital requests must include an estimate of Program Income expected to be earned during the grant period. 
PRIORITY POINTS SLIDE
Eligible applicants can also receive up to 5 priority points if they document that they meet the requirements for one of the following categories: Beginning farmer or rancher, Military Veteran Farmer or rancher, Socially Disadvantaged Farmer or Rancher, Operator of a small or medium-size farm or ranch that is structured as a Family Farm or Ranch, Farmer or Rancher Cooperative, or that their project creates or expands a mid-tiered value chain—a supply network in which agricultural products move from production through consumption in a region.  
ADMINISTRATIVE POINTS
Finally, the administrator of USDA Rural Development Business and Cooperative Programs, in our national office, has discretion to award up to 10 points to an application to improve the national geographic diversity of awardees in a fiscal year. 
That’s a general overview of how an applications are scored. Again, we know it’s a lot of information, but hopefully it gives you a sense of what Rural Development is looking for in these applications. You should, of course, feel free to contact us anytime with specific questions or for general support in completing any of our grant applications. Before we answer whatever questions you may already have, I’m going to turn it back over to Susi who will provide some final tips for completing your application. Susi?
SUSAN:
Thanks. As Cheryl said, we know we have provided you with a lot of information today, but I want to take this opportunity to give you some final tips to help you complete a successful application. 
FINAL TIPS SLIDE
1) Details, Details, Details.
I can’t overstate the importance of providing detailed information in your application. The more you can provide details about who is doing what and how…the better
2) Documentation
It’s important to document those details. That means that if you reference a market analysis or a vender that will carry your product, that you provide documentation in the appendix.
3) Create a table of contents for your appendix
When you cite something in your application, it’s important that we be able find the corresponding documentation. A table of contents for your appendix lets us know what you’ve included and where we can find it.
4) Don’t worry about being redundant. 
There are going to be times when you think to yourself “Haven’t I already provided this information?” Probably. But for scoring purposes, it’s important that we answer every question in order—even if you have answered similar questions already.
5) Call us when you need help. That’s what we’re here for. 
CONTACT INFORMATION SLIDE
Ben: 
Thanks, Susi. And with that, let’s open it up for questions.
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