Using Competition to Improve the Quality of Research

USDA provides over $2 billion a year for research and related programs. Overall, USDA research programs are effective. However, the programs do not adequately target research to priority areas due to statutory requirements of formula grants and the earmarking of funds. Over $1 billion of this funding supports approximately 1,200 individual projects conducted by USDA scientists at over 100 federal facilities. A roughly equal amount is provided in the form of grants for research, education and extension programs, largely to State land grant universities and State agricultural extension agencies. The Administration believes very strongly that taxpayer funding should go to the highest priority programs that meet national needs. For that reason, the Budget includes increases of $107 million for research by USDA scientists in priority areas such as food safety, emerging and exotic diseases, bioenergy, plant and animal genomics and genetics, and human nutrition. At the same time, lower priority projects, including unrequested earmarks, have been eliminated.

The Budget also proposes to improve the effectiveness of federal research funding by improving the quality of research. In general, the recipients of federal grants are chosen three ways: through a competitive, peer reviewed process; through fixed formulas; or through earmarks directed to a specific site for a specific purpose. The Administration strongly favors the use of competitive awards as the most effective way of assuring quality. In order to promote this objective, the Budget:

· Increases funding for the competitive National Research Initiative, the main source of funding for competitive research, by $67 million (an increase of 37 percent), up from $181 million to $248 million.

· Proposes to expand and continuously re-compete the Hatch multi-State awards. With this alternative approach, 55 percent of Hatch formula funds will be redirected to nationally, competitively awarded multi-state projects by 2011 (up from 25 percent in 2006). Additionally, 60 percent of McIntire-Stennis formula funds will be redirected to nationally, competitively awarded multi-state grants. Increasing the allocation of funds for competitively awarded grants will enable the government to seek out the best quality work and improve the overall quality of research, thus strengthening the research institutions.
