Southern Region Sustainable Agriculture Research & Education

Description of the Duties of the Administrative Council

Overview

The U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program is administered through four regional offices.  Southern SARE offers grants awarded through a competitive grant process to farmers, researchers, agricultural educators, and other professionals who are involved in projects that are directly linked to sustainable agriculture.  In addition, Southern SARE has outreach activities to communicate results of projects as well as other sustainable agricultural information.  Sustainable agriculture is defined as agriculture that is profitable, environmentally sound, and beneficial to communities. 

The region is made up of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Puerto Rico, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and The Virgin Islands.  There are three other SARE regions – Northeast, North Central, and West – and a national office in Washington, DC.  There is also a publishing and outreach arm of the national SARE program.
Southern SARE AC Composition
The Southern SARE AC is composed of 24 members:  12 selected by the AC through an open nomination process serving 3-year terms (renewable for a second term), two members are appointed to the AC representing the Professional Development Program and serve a 3-year term, and 10 members are appointed by our partner agencies.  These agencies include 1890 Extension Institutions, 1890 Research Institutions, 1862 Extension Institutions, 1862 Research Institutions, State Departments of Agriculture, USDA-Agricultural Research Service, USDA-Natural Resource Conservation Service, US Environmental Protection Agency, US Geological Survey, and a representative from the SARE National office.  Of the 12 members selected from open nominations, seven are producers, three represent non-governmental organizations, one represents agribusiness, and one reflects quality of life issues for the AC.

The Southern AC is recruited to reflect the diversity of the Southern agricultural community.  Our AC is notable for its wide range of interests, ideas, and for a collaborative working style.  Most notable, the Southern AC is known for its willingness to be innovative and explore new ways to promote sustainable agriculture.
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AC Responsibilities
The Southern SARE Administrative Council is responsible to the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture through the USDA-NIFA partnership.  The specific responsibilities are to:

•
Appoint a Regional Host Institution and Regional Coordinator, subject to the approval of NIFA;

•
Appoint regional training center/consortium and Professional Development Program coordinator(s) subject to the approval of NIFA;

•
Promote sustainable agriculture research and education programs at the regional level; 

•
Establish goals and criteria for the selection of projects within the region;

•
Appoint appropriate Technical Committees for evaluation of proposals for projects to be considered for funding;

•
Review and act upon the recommendations of the Technical Committee and coordinate its activities with the regional host institution;

•
Prepare and make available an annual report concerning regional activities in sustainable agriculture.  [7 USC 5812(b)(2)]

Role of the Administrative Council
The Administrative Council evaluates grant proposals, oversees the general budget, and

guides programming.  Administrative Council members are expected to read, comment

on, and evaluate grant applications each year, and to also attend two yearly meetings – in

February and August – to make grant funding decisions and conduct other business.

The Administrative Council is also responsible for setting program policy, suggesting program improvements, reviewing the allocation of funds, and guiding overall program direction.  Much of this work takes place during the two yearly meetings.  The two meetings per year are normally held over two days and usually involve additional travel time.  Many Administrative Council members also set aside time to go on a farm tour, which is often part of the summer meeting.  In addition, those that serve on review committees are responsible for examining projects in the time period before the meetings.

One of the most vital roles played by each AC member is that of liaison to groups they represent.  Each AC member represents farmers, or NGOs, or some partner agency.  S-SARE values the input from our diverse constituencies.  Each AC member not only represents SARE to their group, but more importantly, brings to S-SARE the information,  
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goals, and ideas from our partners.  AC members should be alert to the needs of our constituent groups; what research is needed, what training programs would be most useful?

The role of the AC includes guiding the vision of the program, setting goals, providing feedback from groups and being ambassadors from the program to the region.  Each AC member should also work to be active in SARE-related and sustainable agriculture-related activities in their State.

Conducting AC Business
Since 1994, the Southern SARE Administrative Council has conducted its business through a structure of committees.  All AC agenda items originate with one of the six current standing committees established in the AC Bylaws as amended in August 2011.  These committees are:






Communications






Operations






Project Review:  Research & Education Grants






Project Review:  Producer Grants






Project Review:  PDP Grants






Limited Research Farmer / Minority Outreach

All AC members are members of at least one of the above committees.  Each committee elects its own chair and vice-chair.  In addition, the AC has authorized an Executive Committee, which is made up of the AC Chair and Vice Chair, as well as the chairs of each committee.  The Executive Committee meets monthly by telephone conference to discuss on-going S-SARE business.  If AC decisions are required between the two meeting dates, the Executive Committee is primarily the place where new issues facing the AC are first discussed prior to the full AC meetings.

At each semi-annual AC meeting, the committees meet the day before (or half-day before) the full AC.  It is the responsibility of each Committee chair, in coordination with the S-SARE Director, to establish an agenda for the committee meetings.  For each agenda item to be discussed, the chair (or vice chair) is required to submit to the S-SARE Director an “agenda brief” to be sent to the committee members before the AC meeting.  The agenda brief provides information on the issue to be discussed, who will present the issue, a summary of the issue and the desired action to be taken by the full AC.  This includes either an information-only item to bring to the AC or a request for a motion and vote to be taken by the AC.  The “Administrative Council Committee Handbook” gives details on each AC committee.
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Grant Process

The Southern SARE program currently administers seven grant programs.  The AC, especially those serving on the Producer Grant committee and the Project Review Committee, are responsible for establishing all Calls for Proposals, and the review and evaluation of projects.  The entire process is detailed in the S-SARE publication, “Proposal, Review, and Award Process.”

AC members are also assigned current projects to monitor and evaluate.  Each AC member evaluates the progress of assigned projects using a checksheet and will present yearly reports to the entire AC at the second AC meeting of the year.

In addition, those that serve on review committees are responsible for examining projects in the time period before the meetings.

Support for the Administrative Council
Southern SARE will pay expenses such as phone, mail, travel, lodging, and meals for Administrative Council members as they discharge their duties.  Farmers and NGO members on the Administrative Council are also paid a per-diem rate for their time.

Administrative Council members are also invited to attend the bi-annual national SARE conference, hosted by one of the four regions, at SARE’s expense, and there may be other professional development opportunities offered during a normal three-year tenure.

The regional office also provides administrative support by managing mailings, conference calls, and general communications.  Regional staff serves the Administrative Council and the committees as needed.  The staff currently at the University of Georgia, Griffin office, includes a regional director, assistant director, communications specialist, accountant, the administrative secretary and two staff assistants.  SARE staff at the Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture in Oklahoma includes a coordinator for the Professional Development program and the coordinator’s assistant.

Conflict of Interest Policy (As Adopted November 22, 2002)

According to the legislation, a member of an AC or technical committee may not participate in the discussion or recommendation of proposed projects if the member has or had a professional or business interest in the organization whose grant application is under review.  (7USC 5812(c).  This language is interpreted and operationalized as follows.

To avoid any conflict of interest, a member of the Administrative Council (AC), Technical Committee, or any AC-appointed committees or panels, or staff may not
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review or participate in the discussion or recommendation regarding any competitive grant proposal with any of the following characteristics:

1. From that member’s home institution or organization;

2.
From institutions or organizations for which he/she acts as a paid consultant, or


board member;

3.
From applicants for whom he/she has served as a thesis advisor (or advisee) or a


postdoctoral advisor (or advisee) within the past five years;

4.
From applicants with whom he/she has served as a collaborator on a research

proposal, or publication on a subject directly related to sustainable agriculture within the past five years;

5.
From applicants for whom he/she has acted as a paid consultant within the past five years;

6.
From applicants for whom he/she will be a project participant during the current 


grant cycle;

7.
That Administrative Council, Technical Committee members, Operations Committee members, any AC-appointed committees or panels, or staff may not be listed as participants on competitive grant proposals (including producer grants and PDP proposals) under consideration by the committee or panel on which the person serves where they could potentially gain monetary benefits to themselves or other program (benefits do not mean compensation for travel or per diem);

8.
The statement applies to current members.  Those wanting to submit proposals must resign their memberships.

9.
During the discussion or recommendations of proposed projects, any members with a conflict of interest must leave the room.  This applies to the regional coordinators and senior staff.

10.
Discussion and recommendation should involve individual projects.  When a large slate of projects (for example, the farmer grants) is being voted upon – and individual projects are not being discussed – members with a conflict of interest do not need to leave the room.

