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The Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Association (OEFFA) is a grassroots network of more than
1,500 farmers, gardeners, retailers, educators, and others who, since 1979, have worked to
cultivate a future in which sustainable and organic farmers thrive, local food nourishes our
communities, and agricultural practices protect and enhance our environment. OEFFA is
comprised of two distinct entities: an organic certification agency and an education and advocacy
organization centered around organic and sustainable agriculture. OEFFA employs education,
advocacy, and grassroots organizing to promote local and organic foods, helping farmers and
eaters connect to build a sustainable food system. As a member-based organization, we support
OEFFA farmers and food businesses in their efforts to reach successful and resilient markets and
provide healthy, local foods to their communities.

Respectfully, OEFFA does not support the finalization of the OMB’s proposed Regulation for
Federal Financial Assistance. We appreciate your consideration of our concerns, comments, and
suggestions related to this proposed rule.

For almost 50 years, OEFFA has had a direct and positive impact on the farming community.
Historically, our organization has relied on federal funding to carry out our forward-facing work
to support America’s farmers, including education and technical assistance. This funding has
been a core component allowing us to further our key goals and partner with the government in
ways that serve the local farming communities of Ohio and the Midwest. The proposed changes
may preclude many organizations, including OEFFA, farmers, and researchers from benefiting
from federal dollars.

The 2022 Census of Agriculture reported that even though there are fewer farms in the U.S.
overall, there are more new, beginning, and young farmers. A central part of OEFFA’s work is
direct technical assistance, education, and advocacy to get and keep farmers on the land. Our
staft routinely supports more than 900 producers and farmers each year by responding to
farmer’s questions and sharing resources. These producers collectively steward over 200,000
acres across 13 states and lean on OEFFA for expert advice in sustainable and organic agriculture
that federal agencies and political appointees are not able to provide. This technical assistance is
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a service that is, in part, funded federally and continues to put farmers first in both the work of
OEFFA and the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA).

OEFFA utilizes USDA programs and funds for our work, and many of our members and partners
do as well. Since 2021, OEFFA has been awarded $3.37 million in federal funding. We have
received contracts through eight different USDA programs including the Beginning Farmer and
Rancher Development Program (BFRDP), Outreach and Assistance for Socially Disadvantaged
and Veteran Farmers and Ranchers (2501 program), the Specialty Crop Block Grant program
(SCBQ), the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program (SARE), the Advancing
Markets for Producers program (AMP), the Extension Risk Management Education program
(ERME), and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Farm Service Agency (FSA)
Cooperative Agreements.

We have received approximately 12 SARE awards since 2014, with the most recent award
supporting research, training, and education centered on best practices for farm employee
management. OEFFA has received four SCBG awards since 2018, with our current award of
$105,000 bringing a myriad of educational opportunities to Ohio’s specialty crop farmers,
including information on soil health practices, integrated pest management, and long term
business sustainability. Since 2019, we have received two BFRDP awards that have allowed us
to train and assist beginning farmers in Ohio, match them with mentors and internships, launch
our FarmLink website to facilitate farmland transfer, and provide networking opportunities that
are crucial for beginning farmers. Since 2022, we have been funded by the 2501 program to
increase our capacity to assist more farmers in enrolling in USDA programs, along with
education on soil health, business acumen, and land access. We have received $191,000 through
AMP (previously Partnerships for Climate Smart Commodities, PCSC) since 2023 to provide
120 farmers with financial support to implement new conservation techniques on their land,
advancing the goals of the USDA and the farmers themselves.

All of this shows our organization’s immense experience in fulfilling federal grant agreements
with the USDA and commitment to supporting American farmers. We are providing feedback to
emphasize our concerns over the lack of clarity in the proposed changes.

The proposed changes leave many questions unanswered and open to interpretation that make it
difficult for us, and others, to adequately or accurately plan for federally funded work. They
affect well over $1 trillion across all federal agencies in annual grants and cooperative
agreements that cover every state, tribe, and most private and public entities. Therefore, the
45-day comment period is insufficient to reach all affected communities and review or address
comments in full before potential implementation. We ask the OMB to reconsider this
consequential and overly broad proposal for the reasons below.
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Administrative Inefficiencies

We are concerned that this rule would cause administrative inefficiencies resulting from
increased complexity and uncertainty around compliance. The terms of federal contracts contain
important details such as project plans, implementation timelines and budgets. Proposed changes
to § 200.208 may allow award requirements to change after funding has been contracted. When
writing grants, we invest significant effort in developing the commitments and deliverables to
realistically and sufficiently support the American farmers that depend on us. This uncertainty in
the proposed rule will make it more difficult to plan and implement projects, manage budgets,
and pay staff and farmers. It also means that the grant deliverables and finances would have to be
carefully adjusted following changes to compliance rules, creating additional administrative
work for OEFFA and the USDA.

Provisions §§ 200.340-343 contain direct language that proposals can be terminated based on
changing national interest. To ensure federal funds are appropriately awarded and contracted,
funding decisions should be at the discretion of those who are experts in the grants being
contracted and receptive to the benefits that organizations like OEFFA continue to provide.
Additionally, USDA programs may be seen as unreliable if cancelled in this way. For example,
the mid-contract termination of our Partnerships for Climate Smart Commodities grant in the
spring of 2025 resulted in both OEFFA and our USDA counterpart spending months unwinding
finances. This was further complicated by reduced staffing at the USDA as we had difficulty
finding USDA staff who could answer our questions about the cancellation and next steps. The
unexpected cancellation of this grant also led to ending twelve contracts with farmers in our
community and to the loss of four education staff at OEFFA, who previously worked one-on-one
with farmers in the Midwest.

OEFFA is a small organization with the equivalent of nearly seven full-time programmatic staff,
and two full-time administrative staff. We currently spend approximately 25% of our total budget
on administrative costs, including over 2,000 hours and $70,000 annually on compliance and
grant administration. We expect the rules as written will increase the percent of our total budget
spent on administrative costs without a corresponding increase in the de minimis indirect rate,
negatively impacting our ability to serve farmers. We conservatively estimate the proposed
changes will require an additional 500 staff hours and an increase of at least $25,000 in
professional fees, including legal and accounting costs, should this rule go into effect. Given the
size of our organization and the reach of our work, increased administrative costs effectively
means fewer dollars are directly supporting farmers.

OEFFA requests that the OMB evaluate the administrative costs these changes could impose and
explain how small organizations that directly serve farmers are expected to absorb these costs.
The OMB should also clarify additional compliance and documentation requirements for each
program, so grant recipients can manage, budget, and plan for these changes to deliver them in
the most efficient ways.
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Risks to Trust and Relationships

Many of OEFFA’s farmer members and partners, which are essential to the sustainable and
organic farming community, have received funding through the Environmental Quality Incentive
Program (EQIP), Local Agriculture Market Program (LAMP), Local Food Promotion Program
(LFPP), Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP), Conservation Stewardship
Program (CSP), Rural Energy for America Program (REAP), SARE, and many more.
Additionally, we partner with local and national organizations as subawardees under several
programs (Organic Agriculture Research and Education (OREI), AMP, SARE) and as lead on
other federal awards (SCBG, 2501, BFRDP). These partnerships help us bridge connections
across rural and urban communities, consumers and farmers, and retailers and researchers across
Ohio and the Midwest. The proposed subaward requirements in §§ 200.330-332 create
additional uncertainty that could increase the time spent managing our relationships with farmers
and partnerships across local and national organizations and agencies. Proposed restrictions and
oversight of subawards reduce the amount of funding used towards meaningful farmer
engagement.

The farmers we work with often request support accessing and completing EQIP or CSP
contracts, and this ruling could lead to complications, delays, and inefficiencies in getting these
federal funds to farmers. These rule changes would cause OEFFA to spend more time navigating
t and explaining the changes to farmers rather than assisting them with conservation practice
implementation. And this is in the midst of current NRCS priorities focusing on increasing
whole-farm-focused EQIP and CSP contracts. Ohio NRCS USDA staff have been helpful to
sustainable and organic farmers, and reliable and accessible USDA staff is paramount. As
administrative burdens increase, organizations like OEFFA may have fewer resources available
to support the work of the USDA for direct farmer support and technical assistance, education,
and community outreach. We are also concerned about the potential of funding being cancelled
after contracting and how that directly impacts our carefully built trust with farmers and partner
organizations.

In addition, the proposed rule does not clarify how actions of a subrecipient would affect the lead
grant recipient’s contract. The line is blurry between what constitutes work in the furtherance of
federal funding versus work that OEFFA or potential subawardees are already doing through
other funding sources. Lead organizations cannot be held responsible for how subrecipients and
individuals (e.g. a farmer) use their multiple sources of funding. This promotes an unrealistic
responsibility for the grant awardee to not only monitor all communications from both staff and
subawardees, but also to do so while meeting the objectives and deliverables within the mandate
of the grant itself. For example, across SCBG, OREI, and AMP alone, we are currently serving
125 farmers with education and technical assistance support. Holding those relationships,
completing administrative requirements, and being responsible for their personal actions is not
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feasible. The OMB should consider how these provisions may impact local partnerships and
clarify how organizations are expected to comply.

Finally, the proposed rule mentions several broad or undefined terms (e.g. “national interest,”
“Anti-American values,” and “questionable practices”) that could affect funding decisions,
compliance obligations, suspension decisions, or termination of contracts. Without clarity or
definitions tied to these terms, it would be incredibly difficult for OEFFA or other award
recipients to comply.

Overall, OEFFA is concerned that the proposed rule would increase inefficiencies, heighten
confusion, raise administrative costs and burdens, weaken partner relationships, and threaten
long held trust between farmers and the organizations, like OEFFA, that serve them. The USDA
is a federal agency that is meant to be farmer-forward, providing on-the-ground support. These
uncertainties and concerns call into question the USDA’s ability to have and build trust with
farming communities and provide meaningful support to those growing food for American
households. Farmers in our network do such innovative, inspiring work that can rely on federal
funding. Their work in implementing conservation practices, increasing market access, and
providing healthy, local food to their communities should not be threatened by the changes
included in this rule.

Thank you for the opportunity to give voice to our work and the growers in our network, as we
continue to be a leader for local, sustainable, and organic agriculture in Ohio and the Midwest.

Sincerely,

A S

Khara Strum
Executive Director
Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Association (OEFFA)
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