Research Facilities Act Grants Program Recommendations

The following recommendations for the Research Facilities Act (RFA) program were developed by the agInnovation Budget and Legislative Committee (BLC). BLC includes members from all four agInnovation geographic regions and the Association of 1890 Research Directors. 

Eligibility and Funding Considerations

Per the Public Law 119-21, Research Facilities Act, proposal submission and funding eligibility should be limited to Land-grant institutions that receive capacity funding. Secondarily, consideration could be given to a limited number of public institutions with established colleges of agriculture. 

Prioritize proposals that clearly articulate alignment with long-term institutional goals. This approach ensures that RFA-funded projects are relevant, community-informed, and responsive to the agricultural sectors and institutions they serve. Proposals should clearly justify how investments address state and regional agricultural needs and deliver the greatest return on investment for U.S. agriculture.

Proposals should be evaluated based on an institution’s specific needs, capacity, and history of prior awards—not solely on geographic location. For example, if one institution within a state has received multiple RFA awards totaling $25 million, another institution in the same state should not be disadvantaged simply because the state has already received significant funding. Each institution’s needs, readiness, and potential contributions should be assessed independently.

Allow institutions to apply for new funding after the expiration of a prior award. At the same time, implement appropriate safeguards to ensure that sequential awards do not inadvertently undermine equity across the overall grants process.

Establish “planning grants” as one of the grant types available in each RFA NOFO. Planning grants should provide funding to support universities in determining project scope, costs, and feasibility.  Planning grant awards will enable institutions to submit stronger, more competitive full proposals and will help institutions prepare for larger-scale investments while enabling early project successes. 

Do not prioritize “shovel-ready” projects as a primary evaluation criterion unless the term is clearly and consistently defined. Definitions of “shovel-ready” vary widely across states and institutions due to differences in regulatory requirements, approval processes, and funding constraints. In some states, substantive planning cannot begin until funding is secured, while in others, “shovel-ready” may imply immediate construction readiness. Additionally, some institutions cannot separate planning and construction costs because both are embedded within a single project approval process.  Prioritizing “shovel-ready” projects without a clear and flexible definition risks disadvantaging smaller states and institutions that may not have a pipeline of immediately deployable projects. To ensure equitable participation, any consideration of “shovel-ready” status must include transparent criteria and sufficient flexibility to account for state- and institution-specific policies and constraints.

Do not exclude historic building renovations from eligibility; however, applicants should be required to provide a compelling justification for why RFA investment in a historic facility is warranted. A clear and transparent evaluation process should be established to ensure that historic renovation projects are assessed fairly and consistently relative to new construction and lower-cost (non-historic) renovation projects.

While maintaining a primary focus on research infrastructure, allow research-adjacent projects to be eligible when there is clear and compelling evidence that the investment will generate long-term agricultural research, education, and outreach benefits. Eligibility should consider the potential for broader institutional and community impact.  Proposals should receive higher priority when research-focused infrastructure investments also deliver substantial benefits to other components of the university’s mission—particularly Extension and educational programs—thereby amplifying institutional impact and community engagement.

Define the RFP broadly to encompass a wide range of infrastructure needs related to agricultural, food, and ecological systems, while maintaining clear boundaries to avoid ambiguity or institutional drift. The evaluation process should prioritize proposals that demonstrate how the infrastructure investment addresses local and regional priorities while aligning with long-term institutional goals.  RFP language should explicitly include off-campus Experiment Station and research facilities, not solely projects located on main campuses, to ensure equitable consideration of infrastructure essential to agricultural research across diverse settings.

Recognizing that the statute caps funding per project at no more than 25 percent of the total funds available (e.g., $125 million in FY 2026), we recommend offering a range of award size categories, including a dedicated portion of funds for planning grants. Providing multiple award tiers would enable broader participation and allow USDA to invest strategically across a diverse set of eligible institutions and facility types.

Matching Requirements

agInnovation recognizes and appreciates the statutory 50 percent matching requirement and respectfully requests that USDA allow flexibility in both how the match is applied (including in-kind contributions and multiple match sources) and when the nonfederal match must be fulfilled, to ensure maximum participation by institutions of varying size, capacity, and geographic location. Specifically, institutions should be permitted to fulfill matching contribution requirements by the end of the grant period rather than being required to identify the full match at the time of award, and USDA should allow grantees to request the Secretary’s approval to extend the match payoff period beyond the award period when appropriate.

Institutions matching more than the minimum match requirement should not receive preferential treatment over those that meet, but do not exceed, the required minimum.  

Geographic and Institutional Parity Considerations

Parity in funding distribution should be assessed at the institutional level within regions, rather than based solely on aggregate state-level awards. If a single institution within a state or region receives multiple large awards, other institutions in that same region should not be disadvantaged. However, when funding within a state or region has been distributed broadly across multiple institutions, priority should shift toward underfunded states or regions to promote a more balanced national allocation of resources. To support this approach, regional infrastructure needs analyses—such as those provided in the updated 2021 Gordian Report—should be used to inform funding decisions. In addition, EPSCoR classifications may serve as a useful tool for prioritizing regions and institutions that have historically received fewer federal research investments.

Funding decisions should consider the potential to support regional infrastructure projects that benefit multiple institutions within a defined geographic area by addressing shared needs and promoting collaboration and resource sharing across institutions and disciplines. At the same time, the evaluation process should recognize that regional infrastructure models may not be feasible for all institutions, and proposals should not be disadvantaged solely because such shared approaches are impractical in certain locations.


Data Tracking and Management

Establish a strategic, well-defined data collection and analysis framework to track which institutions and states apply for funding, their success rates, and the types of projects awarded. These data are essential for assessing program effectiveness and informing future funding and resource-allocation decisions. The data management plan should be applied retroactively to FY 2023 and FY 2024 applications and awards to ensure a complete and consistent program evaluation baseline.

In addition to tracking applications, systematically collect data on institutions that choose not to apply and the reasons for non-participation. Understanding barriers to submission will help identify whether program design is unintentionally excluding institutions and inform adjustments to promote broader and geographically diverse participation.  NIFA should also establish regular, structured opportunities—such as annual feedback mechanisms—for stakeholder input, particularly from land-grant universities. This feedback should be used to refine program rules and requirements, especially during the early years of implementation, to ensure the program evolves responsively and inclusively.

NOFO 

Application deadlines should be carefully chosen to allow institutions adequate time and resources to prepare competitive applications without overlap or conflict. Application deadlines should avoid the summer months, when staffing and institutional capacity are often limited, to ensure institutions can fully leverage available expertise and submit high-quality proposals.

Project evaluation criteria should be detailed and clear.

Clearly specify whether letters of support will be permitted or required and identify any expectations regarding letters from specific entities or stakeholders.

NIFA should develop additional resources, such as FAQs, hold webinars with Q&A sessions, and other helpful resources for prospective applicants.

Interagency Coordination

NIFA should proactively lead interagency partnerships—particularly with federal agencies that administer infrastructure funding programs and have complementary missions—to expand the overall pool of resources available for infrastructure investments. Coordinated, cross-agency collaboration would increase funding leverage and broaden institutional access to critical infrastructure support.



1

