Thank you for giving The New York Public Library the opportunity to provide comments on the current application, administrative and reporting procedures of Federal financial assistance programs.  We applaud the work you have done to date and look forward to a much-improved grants process in the future. The New York Public Library has received federal grants from a number of agencies, including the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Institute of Museum and Library Services, the National Endowment for the Arts, the National Library of Medicine, the Department of Commerce, the Small Business Administration, the Department of Education, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and the National Park Service.  We have, therefore, decided to submit one set of comments that covers our experiences with these agencies, building on the material published in the Federal Register and on the NEH website.

Application and Reporting Forms

· Forms to be streamlined or improved

· Data elements that could be eliminated

· Common application forms

· Are grants materials readily available on the web? 

The number of copies of applications – ranging from 5 to ten or 15, is extremely burdensome, especially when applications can easily be 50 or 75 pages in length, including attachments.  We would strongly support the electronic filing of one copy, allowing attachments (letters of support, etc.) to be scanned and provided electronically.

Please specify the number of attachments allowed.  Without a standard, applicants will strive to provide as much material as possible. It would be much fairer if a maximum number was provided in advance.  The Department of Commerce’s Technology Opportunities Program now limits the number of attachment pages to 27, wisely forcing applicants to determine what is the most important material, instead of agencies competing with each other to obtain the most letters of support, for example.

The length of the review process for many applications is extremely lengthy – up to nine months – while the length of time provided for planning and preparation of an application in some cases is only 45 days.  Please consider announcing grants fund availability with a longer lead time, allowing for proper planning, discussions with partners, etc., and then significantly shortening the review time on the federal agency side to three months, so that grantees are not forced to wait almost a year after submitting a project before being able to begin.  Not only does it make planning difficult, with such rapid changes in technology, many grant budgets are out of date a year later.  

When “Offers of Support” are made, for example by the NEH or the NEA when a potential grantee is offered less money than was originally requested in an application, decisions about budget modifications require much discussion and planning.  Unfortunately, offers of support are often required to be submitted in only two weeks from the date of the offer letter.  Please consider lengthening this time to at least one month.

Cost-share requirements are burdensome.  For example, the NEH requires a cost-share of 50% on all special collections preservation and access projects.  This is a change from a previous level of 33%.  The change to 50% has been devastating to the Library, requiring many important preservation projects to be put on hold because other funding sources are not available to support the required cost-share.  This is not just speculation.  The Library has applied for several grants, committing to raising the required 50%, but has been extremely unsuccessful in identifying interested private funders.  We have been lucky so far, finding funders at the last minute, but this cannot be guaranteed.  The NEH is often the only agency willing to support the processing of important historical collections.  A 33% cost-share was far more achievable.

We agree with other commenters that making forms available in PDF form is helpful, but Word and Excel would be much more useful (in an “unprotected” format that allows for modifications and data entry), allowing us to enter our information directly into the forms instead of printing the PDF forms and relying on typewriters.

We also agree with other commenters that the existence of some “postmark” deadlines and some “arrival” deadlines causes confusion.  Because we are also advocating for shorter application review periods by agencies, we would recommend arrival deadlines – postmark deadlines allows us to send material much less expensively (UPS ground or US Mail), but means that the material takes much longer to arrive at the granting agency.

Budget forms should also be standardized.  Aside from the somewhat-standard SF424??, each agency has its own preferences for ways of presenting budget information and budget narratives. Standardizing this material, and the instructions (for example, in what category certain expenses should be classified) would be very useful.

We would strongly recommend that all agencies make available reviewers comments on both applications that have been funded and those that were declined.  NEH comments have been extremely helpful in planning for future applications, and even when funded, are helpful to hear what other experts in the field would recommend doing differently, for project planning and implementation purposes.  We would also recommend that agencies be available to review preliminary applications, when deadlines are regular and known.  Comments received back from staff on preliminary applications have been incredibly useful in planning for a final project proposal.

We find most of our grants material on the web nowadays, and cannot even remember what it was like before this material was available on the web! We find it very useful to have lists of previous grantees, recommendations from grantees, sample applications, and other material online. (See Department of Commerce TOP grant as an example, and the NSF for a significant amount of grantee material.)

Finally, we would request that agencies limit the amount of paperwork required for grants under $25,000.  The NEH Preservation Assistance Grant, for example, is a $5,000 award that requires a four-page narrative and a detailed budget.  No doubt we have staff that could benefit from this program, but they are unwilling to complete the paperwork necessary for such a “small” sum.

Terms and Conditions

· Are any inconsistent between agencies?

· Is there a way to create more uniformity in terms in conditions?

We appreciate the grant administration guidelines provided by NEH because they allow for some self-certification of grant extensions and certain self-approvals for budget modifications.  This gives us flexibility in managing our projects without necessitating approval from grants officers first.

We believe that quarterly reports are extremely onerous. We have had experience with at least two agencies that require quarterly reports – the Department of Commerce TOP program and the National Library of Medicine, Office of Acquisitions Management, AIDS Community Outreach program.  Too much staff time is spent preparing material for reports, writing reports, submitting reports, and then starting over again in the next quarter.  This time would be much better spent on project implementation.  We recommend interim reports be for six-month project periods.

Special award conditions vary from agency to agency, and presentation of standard terms and conditions is also not consistent.  We recently received funding from HUD, a new agency for us.  Although HUD followed the standard terms and conditions of OMB A-110 and 24 CFR Part 84, the presentation of this information was very confusing. Our counsel’s office advised us to review all terms and conditions again because they did not seem to be the same as others we were used to, and staff at the agency was unable to provide any information about the guidelines.  Even our staff, which is experienced in managing federal projects, has found it difficult to determine which guidelines apply and what they mean. Make the OMB circulars and the CFRs that they refer to easier to understand and interpret.  Perhaps publish as a guide to grants that can be distributed with every federal award that is organized in a more user-friendly format.

Many agencies now require evaluation of projects and many are moving to outcome based evaluation (TOP and IMLS National Leadership Grants, for example).  Information bout evaluation can be standardized, as can recommended formats for evaluation plans.

Payment Systems

· What systems do you currently use?

· Which offer online services?

· Does the use of multiple systems cause a burden?

Consider standardizing the payment request system for all federal grants.  Some federal granting agencies require that payment request be submitted via paper, while others require electronic payment requests.  While much of the information required for these requests is standard, they are not always consistent from agency to agency.  One agency (HUD) went so far as to request a social security number from our staff member, which we believed was inappropriate.

Audit Issues

· What could federal agencies do to improve our understanding of the single audit process?

· Have we used the clearinghouse to obtain info. on subrecipient audits?

· Do single audits provide appropriate audit coverage?

As a recipient of grants from multiple federal agencies, we believe that single audits provide appropriate audit coverage.

Electronic Processing

· What electronic processing systems do we currently use?

· What is the likelihood that we would use an online application or financial reporting system?

· How can agencies best prepare us for future use of electronic processing options?

We have never filed a grant application online, but would be strongly inclined to do so.  Our only experience has been with the e-rate program, administered by the Schools and Libraries Division of the Universal Service Administrative Company, which is ultimately overseen by the Federal Communications Commission. The SLD requires that funding request data be entered into web-based forms.  In this case, the forms online are extremely cumbersome for a large institution such as NYPL, which has multiple funding requests. Entering the data for the more than 50 funding requests is impractical, and we have chosen to file on paper as a result, which means that the data must be entered manually by an SLD staff person, even though we have prepared the paper forms using an Excel spreadsheet that could be easily e-mailed.  Based on this experience, we would recommend that online filing leave open the ability to e-mail or FTP Word or Excel files rather than requiring applications to enter data into web-based forms that are inflexible. As mentioned earlier, these files should be “unprotected” templates that do not prevent, for example, a change in font size when an institution’s name doesn’t fit in the space provided.

Again, thank you for giving agencies the opportunity to comment on the grants process.  We continue to rely on federal funds for important programs and services, and appreciate your recognition of the paperwork required to file and manage these grants, and your interest in streamlining this process.  If you have any questions, or would like any additional information about our experiences, please do not hesitate to contact me at hlubov@nypl.org or at (212) 930-0692.
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