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Foreword 

 

The Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service (CSREES; the 
Agency) has as its business the provision of federal funding and program leadership to 
advance a global system of research, extension, and higher education in the food and 
agricultural sciences and related environmental and human sciences to benefit people, 
communities, and the Nation. 

CSREES is one of the four agencies that comprise the Research, Education, and 
Economics (REE) mission area of USDA.  REE is assigned federal leadership 
responsibility for the discovery, application, and dissemination of information and 
technologies spanning the biological, physical, and social sciences through agricultural 
research, education, and extension activities, and economic and statistical analysis.  

CSREES has primary responsibility for providing linkages between the Federal and State 
components of a broad-based, national agricultural research, extension, and higher 
education system.  CSREES provides funding for projects conducted in partnership with 
the State Agricultural Experiment Stations, State Cooperative Extension Systems, land-
grant universities, selected Historically Black and Native American colleges, and other 
research and education institutions.  Federal funds are distributed to universities and 
institutions by statutory formula funding, competitive awards, special grants, and 
cooperative agricultural and research grants.  CSREES is responsible for administering 
USDA's a large number of competitive grants.  

The technological advances of the 20th century have made it possible, and our modern 
culture has made it imperative, that CSREES and its partners have the benefit of ready 
access to the information contained in the databases maintained by CSREES and its 
partners. Given societal change and the technological direction of the future, all citizens 
will expect ready access to research-based information. CSREES will be challenged to 
help all citizens interpret research information on topics in the food and agricultural 
arena; to enable policy makers to respond to critical concerns; and to link researchers, 
customers, organizations, and policy makers nationwide. 

To meet this demand, CSREES management has established Information Systems and 
Technology Management (ISTM).   ISTM is charged with the primary responsibility for 
developing and implementing a strategic approach to modernizing CSREES information 
technology resources.  This approach incorporates strategic, operational, and capital 
investment planning. The ISTM charge is to develop and distribute the IT goals, 
objectives and priorities of CSREES, to request the required resources, and to assure that 
CSREES systems apply appropriate technologically advanced systems to support the 
CSREES mission.  

A CSREES Deputy Administrator who is also the Chief Information Officer for CSREES 
heads ISTM. The CIO’s immediate staff includes a Policy Team whose responsibility is 
to assist the CIO in developing policy and procedures for ISTM.  Two directors report to 
the CIO: one for Applications, and one for Operations and Administrative Support. The 
functional areas that these directors are responsible for are shown in Figure 1. 
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This document presents the Information Technology Strategic Plan for CSREES for 
Fiscal Years 2003-2008. The IT strategy presented in this plan will evolve as CSREES 
evaluates new technologies and continually engages with its partners. The strategic 
planning process requires the preparation of annual operating plans with feedback 
mechanisms to ensure performance. Preparation of such operating plans also includes 
reviewing the strategic plan annually and revising it as necessary to ensure that it remains 
valid. 
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MISSION 

To provide quality; business-, mission-, and customer-focused; and cost effective 
information management services. 

VISION 

ISTM provides reliable, responsive, and accurate information systems support, which 
satisfies the business requirements through a one-solution approach. 

VALUES 

Assuring quality information technology products and services requires strict adherence 
to the values described below.  These values are fundamental to successful daily 
operations and to achieving the strategic goals and objectives.   

• EMPLOYEE EXCELLENCE – ISTM is committed to its employees and to their 
development, meaningful participation, and recognition.  

• HONOR AND INTEGRITY – ISTM acts ethically; is open, honest, and fair; keeps its 
word; and takes full responsibility for its actions.  

• COLLABORATION - IT policies and priorities are developed through cooperative 
efforts between program and information technology staff and, where appropriate, 
CSREES partners.   

• COST EFFECTIVENESS -IT resources are leveraged as much as possible, avoiding 
waste and redundancy. 

• CUSTOMER FOCUS – IT priorities, resource allocations, and services are provided 
consistent with the needs of CSREES staff and partners. 

• INNOVATION AND RESPONSIVENESS – ISTM constantly explores new ideas and 
methods in order to increase the effectiveness of its services and to meet the 
changing needs of its customers.   

• QUALITY PRODUCTS AND SERVICE – ISTM ensures that IT services and resources 
are provided that satisfy stakeholders, partners, and customers and meet its business 
needs.  
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CSREES IT PRINCIPLES 

CSREES IT principles are statements that guide the operation and evolution of the IT 
program within CSREES. They are necessary to ensure that IT decisions remain 
consistent with CSREES business requirements, the needs of CSREES partners, and the 
legislative and regulatory direction that CSREES receives.  

The principles are universally accepted within CSREES and apply to all business units.  
They are stable, withstanding changes in technology, processes, and products.  They 
maintain a clear relevancy with policy changes in programs and management approaches 
as well as reflect the general policy direction within the Federal Government. 

Each principle is discussed in general. A rationale and implication statement is provided 
for each that relates it to the business of CSREES. The rationales and implications will 
evolve over time, as they respond to factors such as the current IT environment, internal 
and external initiatives, external forces, and changes in the CSREES mission, vision, and 
strategic plan. 

The One Solution approach provides a means for refining both business processes 
and their system support to achieve the most effective and efficient CSREES 
program possible. 

Discussion:  One solution is an approach that treats the business processes and the 
IT systems that support them holistically.  The processes are examined and 
restructured so that multiple business units can use them. As a result, the IT 
program achieves an enhanced customer focus.  All IT support - systems, data, 
and technology - is addressed from the point of view of its ultimate use within the 
business processes necessary for CSREES and its partners to fulfill their 
responsibilities. 

Rationale:  With a focus on One Solution, CSREES can streamline both its 
business processes and the systems and data that support them.   Achieving One 
Solution will have the effect of conserving resources and assuring that 
comparable and/or related business processes are carried out and supported 
consistently.   

Implications:  Throughout CSREES there will have to be a focus on similarities. 
This will apply to business functions, to data, and to applications support.  
Business processes may support differing legislation and be applied to differing 
organizations, but the processes themselves, and in many cases the information 
used by the processes, will be alike. Sharing, rather than building uniquely, will  
become the focus of redesigned processes and systems. 

System reliability is the key to assuring that CSREES business requirements are 
fully supported by the information technology program.  

Discussion:  Information systems are indispensable to the successful fulfillment 
of business processes. Computing tools must meet program needs, must be 
available on demand, and must be supported by a dependable telecommunications 
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network. To assure availability and reliability of its IT resources, CSREES must 
determine its requirements for upgrading IT resources, requesting funds, and 
developing policy and procedures consistent with the requirements of its business 
processes. 

Rationale:   Network and the computing tools must be robust in order to support 
the CSREES program.  CSREES staff and partners must be able to depend on the 
IT network and its assets to provide uninterrupted processing and communications 
services whose capabilities continue to expand to meet the growing needs of the 
program. 

Implications:  Adequate funds and personnel must be made available to assure 
that CSREES business processes are fully supported. CSREES standards and 
enterprise architecture must be strictly adhered to in order to assure that the 
number of opportunities for failure are limited during both operations and 
migration to newer versions of applications, software, hardware, and services. 

Business orientation provides the foundation for the information technology 
program.  

Discussion:  The sole purpose of the Information Technology program is to 
provide support to CSREES and its partners in carrying out their legislated 
responsibilities.  CSREES business units must actively and collaboratively 
participate in a decision process that assures that architecture decisions are 
consistent with business needs. In addition, since these decisions affect CSREES 
partners, they must participate in the deliberation process when they will be 
affected by the results. When all stakeholders participate in the development of 
requirements for IT systems and services, then they share a common 
understanding of the services to be provided.  

Rationale:  IT staff should not make unilateral decisions about the CSREES 
architecture.  It is critical that the business units provide direction with regard to 
their requirements. If IT staff develops the architectures based on their own “best 
guess” of what is needed, the result could be inadequate support. Needed 
information could be unavailable, outdated, or wrong, and systems may be 
incapable of adequately supporting business functions.  Decisions must be made 
in collaboration with the business units. 

Implications:  Business units must be able to communicate their goals, 
objectives, processes, and support needs to IT staff.  During the system 
development and maintenance process, IT staff must frequently meet with the 
stakeholders to ensure that both architecture and systems remain relevant to the 
business processes.  

Value is a prime consideration when acquiring or enhancing IT resources. 

Discussion:  Information management decisions must be made that provide 
maximum benefit at a minimum cost to CSREES.  Data, systems, and technology 
must be designed and used to optimize the value of the services provided and to 
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promote and enhance the quality, effectiveness, efficiency, and/or functionality of 
the business processes.  

Rationale:  Resources are finite and usually do not meet demand.  Therefore,  
CSREES must make the best use of the resources that are available.  Priorities 
must be established and maintained that direct the available resources to the areas 
that have the most potential for providing positive results. IT must be viewed as a 
capital investment necessary to ensure sound business operations. 

Implications: Acquisition decisions must not be based solely on technology 
trends, but also on business direction, consistent with established policy and 
standards.  New technologies should be added to the standard set only if they can 
demonstrate their ability to support business needs, are compatible with the 
current infrastructure, provide a tangible cost benefit that demonstrates cost 
effective improvement in operational efficiency, or enables a required business 
process.  Appropriate tools must be available to test and evaluate these 
technologies. 

Standards and architectures are established that enable and encourage resource 
sharing and promote opportunities for reusability and portability.  

Discussion:  Standards provide the ability to share reusable components, help 
establish a collaborative systems environment, and provide the flexibility to adapt 
to changing requirements.  Data, applications, and technology must be 
implemented within an architectural framework that is sound, consistent in use, 
and flexible to accommodate the diverse business of CSREES.  The standards 
contained in this framework must be based on formal or de facto industry 
standards and/or the decisions made within CSREES, USDA, and the government 
as a whole to ensure quality and security of technology and data.  Exceptions will 
be based on CSREES tested and accepted technology and the assumption of 
responsibility for the exceptions by the system owner.  

Rationale:  Data, applications, and technology will comply with standards that 
have been established for and by CSREES. These standards will enable 
interoperability, enhance communications, and maximize the effectiveness of 
resources. When standards are established that support resource sharing, they 
need to  be managed to optimize the benefit to business processes, not to 
minimize the cost of delivery.  Platform independent clients will enhance 
portability and flexibility. 

Implications:  Standards must be developed that are appropriate and generally 
applicable.  CSREES IT standards must be rigorous enough to ensure connectivity 
of a variety of equipment, software, and information but flexible enough to allow 
choices that address business needs.  Mechanisms must be in place to make 
exceptions, limited in scope and duration, to the established standards when a 
deviation is essential to assure the success of a business process. 

Single point of entry is instituted to facilitate locating information and to avoid 
redundant data collection.  
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Discussion:  In consonance with the principles of E-Government, as expressed in 
the Presidential Initiative E-Grants, locating CSREES data will be facilitated, as 
will non-redundant data entry,  through a single point of entry. All data will be 
appropriately backed-up to ensure its continuous availability throughout systems 
managed by CSREES. As current systems are re-engineered, this principle will be 
followed.  Multiple pointers to data location are not only allowed but are 
encouraged to ensure this principle yields the benefits of its design without the 
drawbacks that have previously been caused by multiple data entry locations. 

Rationale:  Customers should have easy access to CSREES data. Whether inside 
or outside the federal government, users should be required to enter new data into 
systems only a single time and from that point onward that data should be 
propagated throughout all the systems that require the data. 

Implications:  To enable single point data entry, there must be common data 
definitions that apply to all CSREES systems.  Once the definition of the data is 
agreed upon, systems must require single data input wherever feasible.  In 
addition, a single directory must be established and maintained to facilitate access 
to CSREES data. 

Shared Data concepts will be applied throughout the CSREES information 
technology program. 

Discussion:  All CSREES business units have a need to share data.  Data bases 
must be designed and the data within them maintained to support multiple 
purposes. CSREES staff and partners should be able to use CSREES data in any 
way required to satisfy their business processes. Individuals are requested to share 
their data whenever possible and desirable. 

Rationale:  CSREES staff and partners must have access to required data to 
enable informed decisions or to carry out a business activity.  A shared data 
environment is one of the necessary elements of the single point of entry 
principle.  As such it has the potential to reduce the cost of capturing and storing 
data, increase data quality by obviating errors based on repetitive data entry, and 
increase productivity by facilitating access to needed information.  

Implications: A current, up-to-date inventory of all systems and their data 
elements must be available for individuals to use in identifying which systems 
they must be able to access. In all cases where data sharing is being considered, a 
determination must be made that the data is not subject to privacy act or other 
confidentiality restrictions.  Technical mechanism for sharing must be developed.  
In addition, agreements must be put in place between business units that cover 
data definitions, rights of access, and methods for keeping users apprised of data 
base availability and maintenance activities.   

Security and Privacy protection of IT resources will be consistent with CSREES 
information sensitivity and system availability requirements. 

Discussion:  CSREES information, systems, and infrastructure must be protected, 
as appropriate, throughout the IT life cycle. Privacy Act data must be protected 
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whether it is stored at the desktop or on the network.  Systems must be protected 
from denial of service attacks, from corruption or loss, and from environmental 
risks.  Data in the systems must be protected from unauthorized use and 
guaranteed to be reliable. Security weaknesses in CSREES systems could 
jeopardize other USDA IT systems. 

Rationale:  CSREES data is vital to the continued mission critical operations of 
CSREES.  CSREES systems can be compromised by internal as well as external 
actions. Hackers could conceivably gain access to grants funding data and 
eliminate programs or change them in ways that would be detrimental to the 
public interest. Privacy Act data could be extracted from the data bases and used 
inappropriately. Hackers could use CSREES system vulnerabilities as a gateway 
to other government systems.  

Implications:  All employees must accept security as a necessary component of 
their business operations. A balance must be struck between protection and 
operations, i.e., security must be tight enough to afford the appropriate level of 
data and system protection without being so tight that it inhibits operations.  
Protection levels must be consistent with risk, one element of which is 
affordability. 

Workforce development will focus on providing and promoting ongoing IT training 
and collaboration opportunities to ensure a competent and well informed CSREES 
staff. 

Discussion:  In order for CSREES to achieve its vision of providing leading edge 
information systems support, the IT workforce must be properly trained, have the 
tools to respond to CSREES business requirements, and an environment 
conducive to providing quality services.   In addition, the general CSREES staff 
should be provided with continuing training so that they can participate 
knowledgeably  in the decisions regarding IT requirements and resources and can 
use those resources advantageously. 

Rationale:  Technology is advancing at an ever-increasing pace.  At the same 
time, the government is trying to keep up with the private sector in terms of using 
emerging technology.  The resultant mandates for system improvement have put a 
burden on the technical workforce. CSREES must ensure that its workforce is 
composed of experienced staff, that their knowledge is kept current with changes 
in technology, and that the lines of communication with each other and with their 
clients and partners are robust. 

Implication: CSREES staff must have access to relevant training and professional 
development opportunities on a regular basis. Professional development 
opportunities include participation in professional conferences, interdepartmental 
work groups, and professional organizations.  Observing best practices in other 
organizations that have needs similar to CSREES and working in an environment 
where a free exchange of ideas between IT professionals and clients is encouraged 
are also necessary to assure that systems developed and enhanced serve the 
business purposes of CSREES.  
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 IT STRATEGIC GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  

Goal 1: IT Support - Provide CSREES staff personnel and partners with an 
infrastructure that is technologically current, reliable, and meets the requirements of their 
business processes. 

Objective 1.1  Provide communications and computing services for staff working 
on site, on official travel, and telecommuting.  These services should assure that 
the network is adequate and provides uninterrupted availability, that personnel 
have necessary computing tools, and that adequate Help Desk services are 
provided. 

Objective 1.2  Maintain all IT systems in a state amenable to rapid transformation 
when CSREES receives Congressional and/or Administration mandates. 

Objective l.3  Provide appropriate centralized access to strategic, programmatic,  
and administrative systems. 

Objective 1.4  Establish a program that assures data quality and integrity. 

Goal 2: E-Grants and E-Government - Provide the Public, CSREES partners and the 
research community with access to agricultural research, education, and extension 
information, provide grants management support, and comply with the E-Government 
mandated initiatives.  

Objective 2.1  Promote and support the use of the Grants.gov portal and the 
USDA web-based application generator. 

Objective 2.2  Improve and reduce the burden of business transactions through 
user-friendly web applications. 

Objective 2.3  Enhance access to information through supporting a meaningful 
web site based on standards and enabling technology 

Objective 2.4  Foster collaboration and communication through enabling 
technologies.  

Objective 2.5  Provide leadership in E-Government initiatives that improve 
services. 

Goal 3: One Solution - Institute a One Solution approach to IT planning and 
implementation that incorporates non-redundant, single point of entry processes and is 
based on a comprehensive information management program.    

Objective 3.1   Develop a strategic approach to One Solution that assures that 
business processes, as well as system and data support, are non-redundant. 

Objective 3.2  Establish and enforce standards for both data and systems that 
promote operational efficiency and economies of scale.  
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Objective 3.3  Facilitate data integration of systems used by CSREES and its 
partners in accordance with business needs.  

Goal 4: IT Management - Provide CSREES with IT management that encompasses 
sound business practices, promotes collaboration among organizational units, formalizes 
IT policy, complies with direction from USDA and OMB, and incorporates the best 
practices of comparable organizations. 

Objective 4.1  Formalize IT policy and planning activities within CSREES 
including Strategic Plan and annual tactical plans. 

Objective 4.2  Institute a capital investment process that covers all IT projects, 
incorporates the business requirements of CSREES and its partners, and complies 
with OMB and  USDA capital investment guidance. 

Objective 4.3  Establish a CSREES Enterprise Architecture, based on CSREES 
lines of business and composed of:  1) business 2) data, 3) application, and 4) 
technology models. 

Objective 4.4  Establish records management policies and procedures to enable 
CSREES to manage its electronic and non-electronic records consistent with 
legislative and regulatory requirements and CSREES business needs. 

Goal 5: Information System Security and Privacy - Establish an IT security program 
that is compliant with government regulations, provides assurance that systems and data 
will remain available and reliable, and appropriately protects Privacy Act data. 

Objective 5.1  Establish a security and privacy program consistent with 
legislative, regulatory, and Administration direction. 

Objective 5.2  Assure that all data and system resources are adequately protected 
from denial of service attacks, corruption or loss, and environmental risks.  
System security documents should be coordinated with stakeholders and 
adequately communicated.  

Objective 5.3  Provide effective security training for IT staff, contractors, and 
customers.  

Goal 6: Workforce Development - IT Workforce Planning and Development is focused 
on implementing and promoting recruitment and retention strategies to ensure that 
CSREES maintains a quality IT job force, capable of leading the agency to meet its 
mission objectives. 

Objective 6.1  Recruit skilled IT staff and assure that their assignments are 
compatible with their expertise. 

Objective 6.2  Provide appropriate training and collaborative opportunities for 
CSREES IT staff that will enhance their ability to provide the necessary IT 
support to the CSREES program . 
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Objective 6.3  Provide appropriate training opportunities for non-IT CSREES 
staff to assist them in evaluating their technology needs and to enhance their use 
of the systems that support their business processes. 
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APPENDIX 1:  STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS 

Overview 

CSREES IT management determined that a planning structure needed to be developed 
that encompassed strategic planing, capital investment planning, and an Enterprise 
Architecture.  The process adopted was based on three efforts:  1) Review of IT planning 
and budget documents prepared by CSREES in the past; 2) Interviews with CSREES 
staff; and 3) Best practices research.. 

Document Review 

Electronic documents, paper documents, and documents posted on the USDA website 
were reviewed.  Specific information for the plan was derived from the CSREES 
Information Technology Strategic Narrative, dated Spring, 2001 as well as the version 
dated August 15, 2002.  The CSREES Draft Strategic Plan, submitted for review 
10/04/2000, was examined and used as a reference. In addition, materials that describe 
CSREES organizations and their responsibilities, the E-Grants initiative, budget 
documents, technology studies conducted for CSREES, DOL OCIO direction regarding 
capital investment planning and managing information resources were examined and 
incorporated into the planning document as appropriate. 

Interviews Conducted 

Interviews were conducted to gather information concerning business and processes and 
the technology and services that support them.  Information was gathered from senior 
staff and NPLs in the following offices: Communications; Budget; Competitive 
Programs; Plant and Animal Systems; Soil Water and Air; Planning and Accountability; 
National Research Initiative; Extra Mural Program; and Families, 4-H and Nutrition.  
Members of the ISTM staff responsible for Email, Help Desk, LAN services, REEIS, 
CRIS, Operations and Administrative Support, and ISTM Policy were also interviewed. 

Best Practices Research 

Best practices in planning and managing an information support program were addressed 
through visits with other federal organizations similar in size and function to CSREES.  
These organizations included: the Electronic Research Administration (eRA) in the 
National Institutes of Health; the Office of Science Policy at the Department of Energy; 
and the National Science Foundation. 
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APPENDIX 2:  CSREES ORGANIZATION 

History 

The history of the land-grant institutions and CSREES began with the 1862 passage of 
the Morrill Act, which provided the states with 30,000 acres of federal land for each 
congressional representative to be sold to provide an endowment for at least one college 
to teach agriculture and the mechanic arts.   

In 1887, the Hatch Act expanded the land-grant program, providing federal funds for 
research and experiment stations at the land-grant colleges, thus forming the basis for the 
Cooperative State Research Service. 

In 1890, a second Morrill Act expanded the 1862 system of land-grant universities to 
include historically African American institutions.   

In 1914, the Smith-Lever Act granted federal support for extension work in agriculture 
and home economics and formed the basis for the Cooperative Extension Service. 

The McIntire-Stennis Act of 1962 authorized a program of forestry research at the land-
grant colleges 

Evans-Allen Program authorized aquaculture grants. 

In the 1970’s, the Competitive Program was established and by the 1990’s had grown to 
encompass 50% of the CSREES funding. 

At some point, the Cooperative State Research Service and the Cooperative Extension 
Service found a need for Washington offices to represent their interests.  Those offices 
were merged in 1994 to form CSREES.  Also in 1994, 29 Native American tribal 
colleges gained land-grant status. 

 The March 2002 CSREES reorganization created three new groups:  ISTM, 
Communications, and Planning and Accountability. 

Intra-Agency Relationships 

CSREES is one of four agencies in REE and is dependent on one of the other two 
agencies, ARS, for administrative support.  Service to CSREES is secondary to the needs 
of ARS.    

The day-to-day CSREES operations involve and, in some ways, are dependent upon its 
partners; land grant universities, research stations, extension agents, NIH and NSF.  The 
universities develop and maintain databases and websites that CSREES needs for 
operations and reporting.  NIH and NSF maintain project data for those interagency 
projects for which they are the lead agency. 

CSREES Programs 

CSREES projects run the gamut from basic research to advanced research to applied 
research to technology transfer.   
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Technology transfer is accomplished through the extension and education programs.  The 
extension programs are administered out of the land grant colleges and involve agents in 
every county in the US.  The agents, in turn, support programs like 4H Youth 
Development, the Children, Youth, and Families at Risk Program and the Expanded Food 
and Nutrition Education Program. CSREES administers three major types of grant 
programs, Formula, Competitive and Integrated.  Each type has different operations and 
administration requirements. 

Formula Funded Projects 

(Hatch, Hatch Multistate, McIntire-Stennis, Evans-Allen and Animal Health) 

Formula funds are distributed annually by the CREES Budget Office to the land-grant 
colleges in accordance with formulas dictated by the Hatch and Smith-Lever Acts.  Hatch 
Act funds are designated for research and experiments, while Smith-Lever Act funds 
support extension work in agriculture and home economics.   

Beginning two years ago, the grant recipient institutions were required to submit to 
CSREES Five Year State Plans of Work for the utilization of the formula funds.  The 
CSREES Planning and Accountability Group receive State Plans via Email and then 
coordinate their review by four CREES groups.   

National Program Leaders (NPLs) in Plant & Animal Systems, Natural Resource & 
Environment, Economic Community Systems, and Families, 4H, & Nutrition administer 
the formula grant program through their review of the Work Plans, individual project 
proposals and Annual Reports.  NPLs also review individual formula grant project 
proposals for USDA relevance and send comments back to the States.   

The Formula Grant program greatest IT need seems to be document management for 5-
Year Plans, project proposals, annual reports, reviews and comments.  The challenge in 
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designing user-friendly software resides in the different expectations of NPLs who have 
previous experience with Extension and Research systems.  The NPLs from extension 
programs alumni are more predisposed to database reporting systems, while the research 
NPLs. 

Competitive Grants 

The Competitive Programs Group administers the award and management of the National 
Research Initiative (NRI) grants with assistance of NPLs with parallel scientific 
backgrounds in the formula grant groups.   Each program has a NPL assigned and each 
NPL manages multiple topical areas. 

The requests for applications (RFA) are posted on the Web starting in August for the next 
fiscal year. There may be a total of 150 to 200 proposals received in response to a RFA.   

The present grant process is paper driven.  The program office and the panelists are 
inundated with paper. 

The Proposal Services Group receives the required 14 copies and original paper 
applications, keys summary information into CREEMS, which generates tracking 
numbers.  Proposal Services then circulates the proposals to the proper program group for 
review.   

In the future, CREEMS will generate letters and other information to applicants regarding 
their application.  Presently, NRI now manually sends a post card acknowledging receipt 
of proposals. 

Panel managers are recruited from Universities and are given temporary appointments as 
federal employees.  They coordinate the NRI review process for proposals.  Using to a 
biography database, the coordinators select proposal reviewers and panelists. At least six 
weeks prior to the panel meeting, panelists are assigned and sent 20 to 25 proposals to 
review.  The Processing Services Unit stuffs the envelopes and mails out the proposals. 
There is a 50% return rate from panelists who decline the request to review proposals. 

Every year, there are about 30 panels with 400-500 panelists and thousands of ad hoc 
reviewers for the National Research Initiative.  Three to five outside ad hoc reviewers 
read each proposal.   

Each panel of 10-29 people comes to Washington for 3 to 5 days to review proposals.     

The panel comments, reviews the comments of the ad hoc reviewers, and ranks each 
proposal.  NRI has to follow the rankings of the panel in awarding grants, funding 
projects from highest to lowest rank until the money runs out. 

The proposal review process requires document management, databases for panelists and 
reviewers, event-planning software, payment systems, project tracking system for receipt 
and broadcasting summaries, progress reports and final reports. 

NRI sends award packages to the Office of Extramural Programs for funding review and 
contract.  The contract award documents go up “the chain of command” for signatures.  
There is a need for a sophisticated document management system like the NSF electronic 
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system.  (The signature process offers some challenge to an automated processing system 
because most systems retain only the last signature.)   

When winners and losers are notified NRI provides write-ups of the reviewers’ 
comments, redacting false statements, inappropriate comments, and confidential 
information.  This is now done by hand and involves retyping or cutting and pasting. 

NRI and other agency groups are mapping out the requirements of the document 
management system.   There are a large number of problems that have to be resolved – 
signatures, linking to the tracking systems, the creation of letters and more. 

NRI is setting up a web based review process and management system, hoping for a net 
reduction in paper rather than a transfer of cost to panelists who would have to print out 
the proposals.   

Special Research Grants 

National Program Leader (NPL) notifies specified institutions of congressionally 
designated funds to be awarded non-competitively and asks for a proposal, which is 
reviewed for scientific soundness.  This responsibility should be supported with a 
document management system and facile electronic communications between NPLs and 
the institutions. 

Interagency Projects 

CSREES, NSF and NIH engage in interagency projects with one agency taking the lead 
for proposal review, grant award and administration.  Document management and 
collaborative tools would enhance this effort. 

Multi-State Research Projects 

25% of CSREES formula funds allocation must go to competitively awarded multi-state 
research projects.  Most of the funds are for travel and administration 

Agriculture Research Station Directors meet once a year for coordination meetings that 
also attended by NPLs from the Plants and Animals, Natural Resources, Economic and 
Com. Systems, Families, 4H and Nutrition Groups. 

IT collaborative tools would enhance the value of these projects. 

Academic Department Reviews 

NPLs for groups like Plant and Animal Systems are the team leader for academic 
program reviews, which are designed to enhance program quality, assist research 
directors, promote knowledge sharing.  These reviews are conducted on site at the land-
grant universities.   

Database management, remote access to email and program databases and document 
management systems would facilitate department reviews. 
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Communications 

The Communications Group supports CSREES and partner organizations through media 
relations, publishing, exhibits, public affairs, electronic media, photography, and printing 

The Communications Group works with communication units in the Land Grant 
Universities in an effort to share with Congress and state legislatures the successes of 
USDA/ Land-Grant collaboration. 

Communication organs include: weekly status reports to USDA Secretary, an electronic 
newsletter disseminated to CSREES partners, Headline News on CSREES website, and 
Fact Sheets reporting on Community National Science & Education Impact Program 
distributed to Congress and State Legislatures. 

Information gathering for the Headline News is labor intensive and, therefore, could 
benefit from an interactive application or collaborative tool through which staff could 
report activities to the Communications Group. 

Communications staff collates economic, social and environmental data for the 
Community National Science And Education Program that is submitted by CSREES 
partners via secure web-based systems.  ISTM supports the web-based data collection 
system. 

The Communications Group, which is responsible for the public image of the agency, 
might effectively provide guidance and approval for the CSREES website templates and 
content, with ISTM providing the technical support.  

Budget Group 

The Budget Group is called upon to respond to OMB and congressional requests for 
information such as specific funding by category and state or formula and competitive 
CSREES funding by institution.  This information is not easily retrievable from existing 
databases. 

An IT collaborative tool may be of assistance to the Budget Group in their liaison 
responsibilities regarding grant awards with Office of Extramural Programs. 

Planning and Accountability  

The Planning and Accountability Group is responsible CSREES portion of the USDA 
performance plan and for the receipt and internal distribution of State plans and State 
annual reports from the States.  The plans are received from the States, distributed to 
CSREES units for review, and comments sent back to the States.  A good document 
management system is a necessity. 

The newly established group will responsible also for multistate programs and evaluation 
studies of programs and processes.  The Group will be the agency liaison to policy 
committees; ECOP (Extension Directors) and ESCOP (Research Directors). 

The group could use strong database, communication and collaboration tools. 
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Office of Extramural Programs (OEP) 

OEP is responsible for the administration of grant awards for CSREES formula funds, 
grants, cooperative agreements, special projects, etc. The group must liaise with the 
Budget Group to ensure the available of funds for awards.  Collaborative tools and a 
document management system would enhance the exercise of their responsibilities.   
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APPENDIX 3:  BEST PRACTICES 

These meetings were held in conjunction with the development of the CSREES IT 
Strategic Plan..  The CSREES Statement of Work stated "For a best practices model they 
shall interview staff of the Office of Science within the Department of Energy, staff at the 
National Science Foundation, and at least one other government organization of similar 
size and function to CSREES that is located in the Washington, DC area.  The third 
organization chosen for best practices research was the Office of Extramural Affairs at 
the National Institutes of Health. 

Department of Energy, Office of Science Policy (SC) 

Attendees: Ted Griffin; Director Strategic Planning & Architecture, SC, DOE 

       Todd Forsythe, Kelly Flynn, John Heneghan; Stanley Associates 

       Cindy Dickinson; USDA CSREES 

       Rhoda Mancher, Cleve Laird; HW&W 

Stanley Associates provide strategic planning support to DOE SC-65 for this effort.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ted Griffin provided us with: 1) a copy of their Information Management, Strategic Plan 
Update for 2002-2006; 2) a copy of the Office of Science Policy – Headquarters org 
chart; and; 3) a copy of his management presentation (File name: DOE Ranking Matrix) 
for understanding and prioritizing actions for the next budget period.  [All of these 
documents are now in USDA CSREES and HW&W possession in electronic form.] 

Mr. Griffin explained that the Strategic Plan, written originally in 1997, was updated to 
cover the FY 2001-2005 time period, and recently to cover FY 2002-2006.  These 
updates do not include the conventional items included in the usual process of strategic 
planning [e.g., mission, vision, situation assessment].  Instead, the Office of Science 
Policy has focused on the specific services to be performed (Information Management 
Strategic Plan Narratives) and the interrelationships of these services (Dependency 
Diagrams) with a five-year Strategic Plan Schedule that relates to an annual $8 million 
budget.  This is the first year that they have tied budget into their strategic planning.  In 
conversation later, Mr. Griffin mentioned that the Information Management (IM) budget 
was dropping from a current level of $10 million to $7 million.  This budget provides IT 
support for approximately 400 staff members.  

Best Practices: 

1.  Taking extraordinary efforts to achieve management buy-in.   

2.  Assuring that all levels of staff participate in planning process. 

3.  Publicizing the efforts and results of the planning effort. 
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The Strategic Plan states that “Having been approved by the SC HQ IM Board, this 
updated Plan is the sole basis for the development of the FY 2002 IM budget and 
Operating Plan.  Requirements, scope, schedules, and delivery plans will continue to be 
refined in collaboration with our customers throughout FY 2002 to help ensure that 
products and services are delivered effectively and accomplish their intended purpose.” 

The Office of Science Policy IM program has accomplished this planning, until recently, 
dealing directly with middle management through the SC HQ IM Board—comprised of 
members that represent upper management, but do not necessarily carry decision-making 
authority.  This year the IM program has, in addition, held preparatory, one-on-one 
meetings, approximately 30 minutes duration, with each of the nine SC Office Directors.  
Mr. Griffin feels that it is essential that these managers gain an understanding of and 
develop a commitment toward buy-in of the strategic plan.  The Office of Science Policy  
IM program follows up on these individual meetings with a presentation before them (or 
their designees) when they meet as an Executive Steering Committee.  There they address 
items presented in a paper entitled Prioritization of Office of Science IM Projects and 
Services, Executive Steering Committee (ESC).  Using this instrument, they—with 
individual input, but from the results compiled as a group—determine the priorities for 
the projects and services planned for the coming year.  As a reference for the ESC 
members, IM Board, and other relevant group rankings are provided as a part of the 
package.  Mr. Griffin has been extremely pleased with the results to date. 

Mr. Griffin and his contractor staff were very helpful and assured us of their continued 
cooperation.  He has agreed to meet with USDA CSREES management to help build 
their support for a similar approach to obtaining management involvement and approval 
for strategic planning when CSREES maangement feels that the time is right. 
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National Institutes of Health, Office of the Director, Electronic Research 
Administration (eRA) 

Attendees: James Cain, Director, Extramural Information Systems 

  Donna Frahm, eRA Chief Information Officer 

  Cindy Dickinson; USDA CSREES 

  Rhoda Mancher, Cleve Laird; HW&W 

 

Donna Frahm, designated as the appropriate contact by CSREES, arranged the meeting, 
held with her director, Jim Cain. Cleve Laird and Cindy Dickinson explained CSREES 
interest in arranging the meeting. Donna Frahm and Jim Cain then provided some 
background.  They explained that Ms. Frahm had been assigned to this new position 10 
months prior to our mneeting, and that while progress was being made, they did not yet 
have a completed strategic plan (SP). [Currently, eRA does have some elements in place:  
e.g., vision, initiatives.]  eRA has been in existence 8-10 years, with antecedents back to 
1989.  They had no budget and had to solicit the NIH granting  offices that they support 
to get the funds needed to update their technology. 

Primary to eRA’s current success was their obtaining a “corporate sponsor” in the person 
of J. J. McGowan—a scientist and the Director of Extramural Activities in the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID).  He has helped bring a “scientific 
spin” to information management issues and has enabled eRA to acquire the much 
needed funding.  Another supporter has been Wendy Baldwin, Deputy Director for 
Extramural Research.  They are both members of the Steering Committee, which 
provides a strategic perspective on the business of NIH.  That committee reviews the 
eRA budget via their multi-year plan.  Above this group is the Board of Governors of the 
NIH CIO.  The highest level of review from the Institutes, and having final budget 
approval, is the Financial Administration Review Board (FARB).  Additionally, there is a 
Project Team, meeting bi-weekly, comprised of representatives within the business areas 
of grants administration that address eRA matters.   [Ms. Frahm agreed to send us a chart 
of the relationships of these various groups.] 

Their architecture addresses three areas: functional, technical, and data.  Their architect 
was appointed about the time that Ms. FRahm assumed her position as CIO.  The 
function has been expanded to include 5 FTEs, but the 4 additional staff members have 

Best Practices:  

1. Having a key management official from a program office be a spokesperson for the 
IT program. 

2. Continually communicating with stakeholders about plans, progress, problems, and 
mandates. 

3. Design systems in a modular fashion, so that they can be easily and quickly 
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not yet been hired.  The architect is a former Data Base Administrator. His focus is on 
data at a detailed level.  This focus has proved less than advantageous in developing an 
Enterprise Architecture.  The architect does not report to the CIO, although he should 
according to Clinger-Cohen. The architecture and methodology for addressing 
architectural requirements is not completed.   Ms. Frahm feels that 5% of their IT budget 
should be spent on developing and maintaining the architecture.  

eRA has three platforms:  J2EE (Java 2 Enterprise Edition; provides an integrated 
business solution); Oracle server; and, VSM files (to be gone in two weeks).  Ms. Frahm 
feels that ideally they should have a single platform. She sees the architecture as the key 
to migrating to new circumstances.  These circumstances, based on a sound logic, would 
lead their processes and the automated support to commonality.  They want to correlate 
their business architecture and their support systems.  [See System Architecture 
(http://era.nih.gov/aboutera/system_arch.cfm) website for their logic/principles.] 

Ms. Frahm stated that a strategic goal of E-Grants processing is to have the front end 
processing severable from the back end processing.  This provides flexibility and 
economies of effort in supporting both changing business requirements and technology. 

eRA has a staff of about 350, including contract support.  eRA has established an Office 
of Strategic Communications which produces a newsletter, maintains a website, and 
schedules workshops to make stakeholders aware of eRA activities/accomplishments.  
Ms. Frahm sees both tactical and strategic impacts to communications. 
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National Science Foundation's (NSF) Office of Information and 
Resource Management (OIRM).  Division of Information Systems 
(DIS),  

Attendees: Andrea T. Norris, Director, DIS and Deputy Chief Information Officer 
(DCIO), NSF; 

Cindy Dickinson, USDA CSREES 

 Rhoda Mancher and Cleve Laird, HW&W 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This meeting resulted from a recommendation, during an earlier meeting with William F. 
Marchese, Program Analyst, Research Directorate Systems Branch and Arthur R. Saenz, , 
Computer Specialist, External Systems Branch, that Andrea Norris was the correct person 
to furnish best practices information to assist in developing an IT strategic plan for 
CSREES. 

Cindy Dickinson, Rhoda Mancher and Cleve Laird made Andrea Norris aware of the 
CSREES desire to benefit from the work she might be doing in conjunction with strategic 
planning for her division.  Ms. Norris explained that she arrived at NSF from NASA 
about 16 months ago. She found NSF wanting to be always at the leading edge of 
technological innovation.  As an example, she described the highly successful NSF 
FastLane project which is an interactive real-time system used to conduct NSF business 
over the Internet.  Her director, Dr. Nathaniel G. Pitts, Acting Director of the Office of 
Information and Resource Management, was a visionary of this effort, with the full 
support of Dr. Rita R. Colwell, NSF Director.  Under their leadership the changeover 
from a paper based process to full automation occurred during the five years from 1996 
to 2001. This process incorporates proposals, awards management, financial activities, 
human relations information, logistics, procurement and travel.  Now their challenge is to 
modernize the system using current technology. At the same time they will review their 
workflow and business processes to see if they can be revised to provide more efficiency.  
Their answer to the question of what’s after the transition from paper to automation is E-
Gov. 

Best Practices: 

1.  Integrating the IT Strategic Plan with the strategic plan of the program supported. 

2.  Creating advisory boards that contain stakeholders as participants. 

3.  Adopt a two-prong approach to IT improvement: While preparing and conducting 
long term foundation or infrastructure projects also initiate short-term, forward looking 
projects that can bridge to the next generation.
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In lieu of a specific IT Strategic Plan, they are proceeding under the guidance of an 
internally developed Administrative/Management (M&A) strategic plan (Ms. Norris will 
request permission to share this document with CSREES, with the understanding it is to 
be held in confidence).  This plan focuses on the Outcome Goals of the NSF Strategic 
Plan and addresses three major aspects:  people, tools, and ideas.  An advisory committee 
has been established for the M&A side of NSF, with representatives from OMB, IBM, 
involved universities, and others organizations.  They are further encouraged by the 
President’s improved management agenda on which they are to be graded quarterly. 

NSF is improving and documenting procedures to service approximately 200,000 outside 
customers—university business offices, principal investigators—and 1,500 inside 
customers.  They handle approximately 10,000 service calls per month.  NSF has 
previously held to a 5% figure for overhead for over 10 years.  They have been 
particularly proud of this.  Meanwhile the NSF budget has been doubling over the past 
five years.  With the advent of technological change, replacing much of the manual work 
with automated systems, there is hope that this percentage will decline. 

They initially set up a team and developed a wish list to address the Outcome Goals of 
the NSF Strategic Plan.  This first plan was not well grounded.  Now they have defined 
their role as having responsibility for IT for the whole of NSF M&A, supporting the 
M&A strategic plan. 

I.  Under the Ideas goal, the M&A guidance was to validate core business processes—
what do we do that’s unique (with step one to develop a high level “as is” assessment).  
This included:  1) Merit review process; 2) Awards management and oversight; 3) 
Budgeting and financial management; 4) Knowledge management; and 5) Performance 
planning and oversight (evaluation & planning for the organization). 

II Under the People goal they addressed the skills needed for the future.  Currently 
their staffing comprises ½ scientists and ½ business administrative and support personnel.  
They want to move from a skill base to a competency base and are proceeding with the 
concept of an NSF Academy for their own staff—a lifelong learning approach.  This 
includes the use of IPA’s on 2 year assignments (200-300 at a time). 

III Under the Tools goal—E-Gov and IT they addressed: 1) The technology needed;  
2) The architectural standards [currently there are none] needed; and 3) The plan for 
migrating to a  new IT environment. 

They have engaged Booz Allen Hamilton for a three year period to assist them in their 
overall task.  The first six months is focused on an “as is” architecture, processes, and 
current human environment assessment.  Next they are to address the “to be”—the how 
do we want to do business question—and then the “how to get there”.  There is a steering 
committee for this contract. The weaknesses in the steering group is that there are no 
program representatives or customer—neither inside nor outside—representatives.  They 
also have the benefit of an advisory group of key constituents including the owners of the 
applications, a technology and tools group of appropriate business stakeholders, and the 
M&A divisions heads. This group voted on the priorities to be addressed.  
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Additionally, there is a CIO advisory committee comprising the CFO and program people 
before which the recommendations for this contract effort were presented.  In all of these 
groups IT has no voting representation. 

The IT program wants to: 1) Consider such revolutionary things as a virtual IPA;  2) 
Define the next generation of support; and 3) Determine how to migrate to that support.  
They have a new project called the Electronic Jacket (EJ) Pathfinder—a virtual interface 
for role-based workflow processes with My Desktop (from the current situation) tailored 
for each user.  [FastLane provides/is their document management system.]  The EJ 
contains the materials the program officer needs to process proposals for funding as well 
as to conduct grant administration.  The EJ is to be initiated in phases. 

Ms. Norris admitted that the IT program could not afford to stand still while the Booz 
Allen study was conducted.  She therefore recommended that a two-prong approach be 
taken: 1)  The solid foundation being built (in this case through solidifying the technical 
architecture and improving the infrastructure) and 2) a forward looking project that can 
bridge to the next generation (in this case their EJ Pathfinder). 

 

 


