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is to be included, it should be limited, 
set apart from other text on a separate 
page, and keyed to the text by num-
bers. It should be confined to a few 
critical technical items that, if dis-
closed, could jeopardize the obtaining 
of foreign or domestic patents. Trade 
secrets, salaries, or other information 
that could jeopardize commercial com-
petitiveness should be similarly keyed 
and presented on a separate page. Ap-
plications or reports that attempt to 
restrict dissemination of large 
amounts of information may be found 
unacceptable by the Department and 
constitute grounds for return of the ap-
plication without further consider-
ation. Without assuming any liability 
for inadvertent disclosure, the Depart-
ment will limit dissemination of such 
information to its employees and, 
where necessary for the evaluation of 
the application, to outside reviewers on 
a confidential basis. An application 
may be withdrawn at any time prior to 
the final action thereon. 

Subpart C—Pre-award: Applica-
tion Review and Evaluation 

§ 3430.31 Guiding principles. 

The guiding principle for Federal as-
sistance application review and evalua-
tion is to ensure that each proposal is 
treated in a consistent and fair manner 
regardless of regional and institutional 
affiliation. After the evaluation proc-
ess by the review panel, NIFA, through 
the program officer, ensures that appli-
cants receive appropriate feedback and 
comments on their proposals, and proc-
esses the awards in as timely a manner 
as possible. 

§ 3430.32 Preliminary application re-
view. 

Prior to technical examination, a 
preliminary review will be made of all 
applications for responsiveness to the 
administrative requirements set forth 
in the RFA. Applications that do not 
meet the administrative requirements 
may be eliminated from program com-
petition. However, NIFA retains the 
right to conduct discussions with appli-
cants to resolve technical and/or budg-
et issues, as deemed necessary by 
NIFA. 

§ 3430.33 Selection of reviewers. 
(a) Requirement. NIFA is responsible 

for performing a review of applications 
submitted to NIFA competitive award 
programs in accordance with section 
103(a) of AREERA (7 U.S.C. 7613(a)). Re-
views are undertaken to ensure that 
projects supported by NIFA are of high 
quality and are consistent with the 
goals and requirements of the funding 
program. Applications submitted to 
NIFA undergo a programmatic evalua-
tion to determine the worthiness of 
Federal support. The scientific peer re-
view or merit review is performed by 
peer or merit reviewers and also may 
entail an assessment by Federal em-
ployees. 

(b) NIFA Peer Review System. The 
NIFA Application Review Process is 
accomplished through the use of the 
NIFA Peer Review System (PRS), a 
Web-based system which allows review-
ers and potential reviewers to update 
personal information and to complete 
and submit reviews electronically to 
NIFA. 

(c) Relevant training and experience. 
Reviewers will be selected based upon 
training and experience in relevant sci-
entific, extension, or education fields 
taking into account the following fac-
tors: 

(1) Level of relevant formal sci-
entific, technical education, and exten-
sion experience of the individual, as 
well as the extent to which an indi-
vidual is engaged in relevant research, 
education, or extension activities. 

(2) Need to include as reviewers ex-
perts from various areas of specializa-
tion within relevant scientific, edu-
cation, and extension fields. 

(3) Need to include as reviewers other 
experts (e.g., producers, range or forest 
managers/operators, and consumers) 
who can assess relevance of the appli-
cations to targeted audiences and to 
program needs. 

(4) Need to include as reviewers ex-
perts from a variety of organizational 
types (e.g., colleges, universities, in-
dustry, State and Federal agencies, pri-
vate profit and nonprofit organiza-
tions) and geographic locations. 

(5) Need to maintain a balanced com-
position of reviewers with regard to 
minority and female representation 
and an equitable age distribution. 
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(6) Need to include reviewers who can 
judge the effective usefulness to pro-
ducers and the general public of each 
application. 

(d) Confidentiality. The identities of 
reviewers will remain confidential to 
the maximum extent possible. There-
fore, the names of reviewers will not be 
released to applicants. If it is possible 
to reveal the names of reviewers in 
such a way that they cannot be identi-
fied with the review of any particular 
application, this will be done at the 
end of the fiscal year or as requested. 
Names of submitting institutions and 
individuals, as well as application con-
tent and peer evaluations, will be kept 
confidential, except to those involved 
in the review process, to the extent 
permitted by law. Reviewers are ex-
pected to be in compliance with NIFA 
Confidentiality Guidelines. Reviewers 
provide this assurance through PRS. 

(e) Conflicts of interest. During the 
evaluation process, extreme care will 
be taken to prevent any actual or per-
ceived conflicts of interest that may 
impact review or evaluation. For the 
purpose of determining conflicts of in-
terest, the academic and administra-
tive autonomy of an institution shall 
be determined. Reviewers are expected 
to be in compliance with NIFA Con-
flict-of-Interest Guidelines. Reviewers 
provide this assurance through PRS. 

§ 3430.34 Evaluation criteria. 

(a) General. To ensure any project re-
ceiving funds from NIFA is consistent 
with the broad goals of the funding 
program, the content of each proposal/ 
application submitted to NIFA will be 
evaluated based on a pre-determined 
set of review criteria. It is the respon-
sibility of the Program Officer to de-
velop, adopt, adapt, or otherwise estab-
lish the criteria by which proposals are 
to be evaluated. It may be appropriate 
for the Program Officer to involve 
other scientists or stakeholders in the 
development of criteria, or to extract 
criteria from legislative authority or 
appropriations language. The review 
criteria are described in the RFA and 
shall not include criteria concerning 
any cost sharing or matching require-
ments per section 103(a)(3) of AREERA 
(7 U.S.C. 7613(a)(3)). 

(b) Guidance for reviewers. In order 
that all potential applicants for a pro-
gram have similar opportunities to 
compete for funds, all reviewers will 
receive from the Program Officer a de-
scription of the review criteria. Re-
viewers are instructed to use those 
same evaluation criteria, and only 
those criteria, to judge the merit of the 
proposals they review. 

§ 3430.35 Review of noncompetitive ap-
plications. 

(a) General. Some projects are di-
rected by either authorizing legislation 
and/or appropriations to specifically 
support a designated institution or set 
of institutions for particular research, 
education, or extension topics of im-
portance to the nation, a State, or a re-
gion. Although these projects may be 
awarded noncompetitively, these 
projects or activities are subject to the 
same application process, award terms 
and conditions, Federal assistance laws 
and regulations, reporting and moni-
toring requirements, and post-award 
administration and closeout policies 
and procedures as competitive Federal 
assistance programs. The only dif-
ference is these applications are not 
subject to a competitive peer or merit 
review process at the Agency level. 

(b) Requirements. All noncompetitive 
applications recommended for funding 
are required to be reviewed by the pro-
gram officer and, as required, other De-
partmental and NIFA officials; and the 
review documented by the NIFA pro-
gram officer. For awards recommended 
for funding at or greater than $10,000, 
an independent review and a unit re-
view by program officials are required. 

§ 3430.36 Procedures to minimize or 
eliminate duplication of effort. 

NIFA may implement appropriate 
business processes to minimize or 
eliminate the awarding of NIFA Fed-
eral assistance that unnecessarily du-
plicates activities already being spon-
sored under other awards, including 
awards made by other Federal agen-
cies. Business processes may include 
the review of the Current and Pending 
Support Form; documented CRIS 
searches prior to award; the conduct of 
PD workshops, conferences, meetings, 
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