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JANUARY 2004 STAKEHOLDER MEETING MINUTES

January 28, 2004
Next Meeting

Date: February 25, 2004

Time: 2:00 – 4:00pm

Place: U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Room 800

1. Ms. Rebecca Spitzgo, Deputy Program Manager, started the meeting at 2pm. After welcoming the audience, she announced that the monthly stakeholder meetings are back on the regular schedule, the last Wednesday of each month. She read the agenda and announced the first speaker, Mr. Mike Atassi from Northrop Grumman.

Mr. Atassi was the first of four speakers who addressed the topic, “Grants.gov First Successful Submission.” His perspective was of the system integration, how Grants.gov technology was launched and what the successes and difficulties were on the road to that launch.  He described the great teamwork displayed by the PMO and the partnered contractors.  

To give the audience a taste of what is involved from a systems integration perspective, he described what was included in the 153 working days used to launch Grants.gov: over 500 lines of code, servers (8 production, 1 development, and 1 training), routers, load balancers, switches, intrusion detection and monitoring devices. Mr. Atassi said they chose to use the following technology; Unix Solaris, Oricle 9i, BEA WebLogic, Apache, PureEdge, and Tomcat.

The second speaker was Mr. Steve Drescher from the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) whose agency received the first submission to Grants.gov.  Mr. Drescher discussed the experience he had with his agency in preparing to post grant opportunities on Grants.gov and some suggestions he had for other agencies looking to get involved.  He suggested agencies coordinate with the agency’s general counsel/program officer. Also, DOC used an application package with the SF-424 and it made for a smooth transition to Grants.gov; those opportunities should be easy to post right away. He stressed getting potential applicants registered right away and to get the message out on the importance of registration.  The Grants.gov Customer Support was very helpful to him and he recommended contacting them with any registration questions. (support@grants.gov)

The third speaker on the topic of First Successful Submission was Ms. Jane Lopez, Director of the Virginia Institute of Marine Science.  Ms. Lopez was the first applicant to ever submit an application package to Grants.gov.  She described her organization and how important grant opportunities are to them. She said that the Virginia Institute is little in relation to other institution, so the dollars have to be stretched far. That was one of the many reasons she is so happy about Grants.gov, this process will free up time by cutting down on paperwork. 

Ms. Lopez had several positive points to share about Grants.gov including:

a. Early warnings about what was required to use Grants.gov

b. Gradual implementation of required data

c. Inclusion of smaller federal agencies (She gave a special thanks for this topic)

d. Minimal changes for investigators

e. Forms are well structured and easy to complete

f. You don’t have to be in the system to prepare forms

g. Actual submission is easy

h. Instant confirmation is comforting


There were a few issues she felt Grants.gov could work on to help to users. Including: 

a. Initiation process was cumbersome

b. Better printing capability after completion and submission 

c. On-line tracking of proposal status

At this point, Charles Havekost, the Grants.gov Program Manager, presented Ms. Lopez with a plaque and a letter formally thanking her for being the first Grants.gov applicant to electronically submit. He added, “Eventually we will have our 10,000th and our 20,000th submission, but you will always be Number 1. Thank you.” 


The forth and final speaker for this topic was Mr. Derek Orner, a program manager for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), also with DOC.  Mr. Orner described how NOAA was a perfect program to get involved with Grants.gov as a test for DOC because of its small size and its emphasis on the SF-424. He appreciated the electronic applications because it took the paperwork and storage out of the process; he was even able to email the applications to the reviewing panelists. Although there were some bumps in the road, it was a success and they look forward to using Grants.gov in the future.

Q: You mentioned emailing the reviewers the applications that were submitted. How did you handle the different formats that are allowed to be submitted (PDF, Word and so on)?

A: Because this is a small program with about 25 total applications, I saved all applications as PDFs before sending them to the reviewers. 


Q: Who retrieved the applications?

A: I did. In a larger agency you may have a different process, but for us, this was ideal. I saved them as PDFs and sent them on to my reviewing panel. 

Q: Will you still meet face to face with the reviewers?

A: Yes, we will.

2. Rebecca Spitzgo presented Developments of Grants.gov. The first topic concerned the Grants.gov Find piece.  On January 26, 2004, there were new data elements added - the System-to-System submission process will continue to use the existing schema but agencies will need to switch over to the new schema by April 2004. The Save Function was fixed and the size limitations for the due date explanation and URL fields were expanded. Finally, a data dump has been created. This data dump will occur nightly and will include ALL live opportunities, not just new opportunities. This will allow those who want to organize or sort through the opportunities before sending the information on to do so. 

On the Grants.gov Apply piece there are several updates. Recent improvements include an applicant logon feature, which validates successful registration and applicant profile. A logon error message was created and a Grants.gov tracking number added to submitted applications. Web trends was installed to show usage of the site. Also, USDA added several packages with Core Plus forms.  

Some upcoming improvements on the Apply feature scheduled for February include additional applicant logon features, a new user email alert to Agency Role Manager, reports and forms development (HUD & HHS). Upcoming improvements slated for the March timeframe include a PureEdge upgrade to 6.0 and SAML interface with the Credential Provider. The application retention period is scheduled to be 90 days.  Grants.gov has not determined what data will be archived for each application submitted, but it will retain some data from each. The archive process will still need to be maintained by the agencies, the permanent keepers of the applications.  Finally, forms development will be the big story for spring of 2004.

Q: With the new version of PureEdge will we be able to print selected pages rather than printing the entire package? It is a huge file to print – and defeats the purpose of saving paper.
A: We actually bundled those forms into an application package to make it easier for users to download the package as a singlefile. We appreciate the need to print a single page  and will talk to our contacts at PureEdge about this feature to see what we can do. 

Q: What is the plan for reporting?
A: Reports are something we are currently working on. These reports are geared for agencies. We had not thought about the user (applicant) side. If you have suggestions, please send them to me with the requirements you would like to have so we can get discussions going. (Rebecca.Spitzgo@hhs.gov)  

Q: I signed up for Train the Trainer workshop for my agency and have not heard back if I am going. Do you have any information on this?
A: The enrollment period just ended so we will have a confirmation email out next week with more details.

3. Charles Havekost gave an update on E-Authentication. Mr. Havekost explained that the ultimate goal is to get to the point where the checking of passwords happens at the credential provider rather than at Grants.gov, where it currently does the check. This is being tested in pilot phase now.  He walked thru the steps of the pilot referencing flowcharts displayed in a PowerPoint presentation. 

4. Ms. Spitzgo then gave an update on Agency Participation.  On the Find piece she reminded the audience that the notice to post all competitive opportunities was given by OMB and has been in effect since November 7, 2003.  Grants.gov has a new detailee from the U.S. Department of Education, Pam Martin, for 60 days to help with an outreach effort to verify Grants.gov as a single site for competitive funding opportunities.  She will also address the timeliness of posting funding opportunities as well as the direct link to full announcements. 

Grants.gov Find Stats: Find is experiencing over 120,000 hits each day, over 3,000 emails are distributed each day, there are 950 active announcement and 2,186 total announcements to date on Grants.gov. 

The Apply piece has 15 funding application packages posted to date and eight applications have been received. The ramp-up schedules are due on March 1,2004 for all agencies and Tom Murphy is working to collect those schedules. Peter Brunner, a new detailee from the U.S. Department of Labor, is planning to analyze those schedules.  The Grants.gov site is experiencing 12,700 visits per day where a total of 47,987 pages are viewed. 140 emails/phone calls are made to the contact center each day. 

The schedule for System-to-System testing was displayed and Ms. Spitzgo said that a workshop would be held on Monday, February 9, 2004 in Room 800 of the Health and Human Services Building (200 Independence Ave, SW) from 2pm to 4pm.  There will be a walk-through of reference implementation installation, an update since the last workshop, mutual authentication/certificated and a discussion on lessons learned for USDA, HHS/ACF and Education. 

Q: How do we handle getting applications in various forms? Are we to expect the reviewers to have the software to look at any file format the application is submitted in?
A: Grants.gov does not make any rules about how the files should be submitted; it is up to the agencies to designate a particular format if they choose to do so. The system is flexible enough to handle all the different formats.  
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