Funding Opportunities with Small Business Innovation Research Program

The Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) program offers grants to qualified small businesses (including small and medium-sized farms) in support of high quality, innovative research related to important scientific problems and opportunities in agriculture that could lead to significant public benefit if successfully commercialized. The USDA SBIR program has awarded more than 2000 grants since its inception in 1983, allowing hundreds of small businesses to explore their technological potential and profit from the commercialization of their innovative ideas.  
SBIR is a three phase program.  In Phase I, the grantees normally test the proof of concept within an 8 month grant period and a maximum grant size of $80,000.  Successful Phase I grantees are invited to submit applications for Phase II funding, with grants lasting 24 months and limited to $350,000.  Phase II can lead to the development of a prototype.  Phase III is the commercialization phase of the SBIR program and is not funded by the USDA.  However, grantees are encouraged to seek Phase III funding from other entities and show commercialization potential at the time of applying for a Phase II grant.  Up to one-third of Phase I and one-half of Phase II grant dollars can be used to fund activities by university or government scientists in support of SBIR projects

Funding for the USDA SBIR program in FY 2008 is estimated at $19 million and is allocated over 12 broad topic areas in proportion to the number of proposals received. For more details about the USDA SBIR program, please see:  http://www.csrees.usda.gov/funding/sbir/sbir.html.  Three of the topic areas - Small And Mid-Sized Farms, Marketing And Trade, and Rural Development - are particularly relevant to small farms and ranching enterprises. 

SMALL AND MID-SIZED FARMS: Funding will support the development of new information and technologies to improve the viability and profitability of small and mid-size farms and ranches. Emphasis is placed on the development of new agricultural enterprises (including organic) that focus on plant and animal specialty farm products, and how to market these products;  new management tools to enhance the efficiency and profitability of small farms; farming methods appropriately scaled to small farms that are directed at more efficient use of natural resources; and new educational tools to ensure that small farmers have the information they need to operate their farms on a sustainable and profitable basis.

Primary contact: Dr. Charles Cleland; phone: 202 – 401 – 4002; email: ccleland@csrees.usda.gov
MARKETING AND TRADE: This topic area focuses on innovative marketing strategies to increase sales of raw or processed agricultural, forestry and aquacultural products (including organic), and value-added foods, feed and industrial products derived from them.  A wide range of strategies are applicable, including evaluation of the type, size and location of domestic (including local-food systems) and international market opportunities; strategies to enter new markets or expand sales in current markets; advanced information systems that provide vital information on marketing opportunities for an industry or producers in a state, region or the USA, and development of market-based approaches to reduce or mitigate adverse agri-environmental consequences or to promote positive agri-environmental outcomes while simultaneously preserving economic growth. 

Primary contact: Dr. Suresh Sureshwaran; phone: 202-720-7536; Email: ssureshwaran@csrees.usda.gov. 

RURAL DEVELOPMENT: The primary focuses of this topic area are on the development of new technologies, and on the innovative application of existing technologies to address important problems and opportunities affecting people and institutions in rural America.  Since FY 2005, this topic is less centered on agriculture per se, and more on areas of growing importance to rural communities (e.g. enhance the environment, disaster resilience, service delivery, and entrepreneurial and workforce skills) that could provide significant national benefits.  Applicants to Rural Development should explicitly discuss the specific rural problem or opportunity that they will examine and how this project will successfully address it.
Primary contact: Dr. Suresh Sureshwaran; phone: 202-720-7536; Email: ssureshwaran@csrees.usda.gov. 

Examples of projects previously funded through these 3 topics: 

Small and Mid-sized Farms, 2006: Organic Goldenseal Production for Small Farms
A production and processing system for the medicinal plant Goldenseal with USDA National Organic Program certification 

Marketing and Trade, 2006:  Quality Verification Program for Family Farms
A USDA Quality System Verification Program which provides standard operating procedures for all-natural beef and free-range poultry. This project was carried out by Diana Endicott, who received a SARE farmer/rancher grant in 1998 to explore consumer-directed marketing of natural beef, and who later was elected and served on the North Central SARE Administrative Council.
Rural Development, 2007: E-commerce for Rural Areas  
Internet promotion of wood products made in rural communities
More Examples of SARE/SBIR Linkages

Connecticut dairy farmer Matt Freund received a 2002 SARE farmer grant to test the feasibility of producing plant pots from digested dairy manure.  Through SBIR he and his brother Matt further tested and developed the product, which is now marketed as CowPots. 

A SARE Research and Education grant in 2002 to Missouri Farmers Union supported the study of market opportunities and business models that led to the development of Heritage Acres Foods, which then used an SBIR grant to assess the feasibility of marketing heritage organic pork.   
