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AUGUST 2003 STAKEHOLDER MEETNG MINUTES

August 27, 2003
Next Meeting

Date: September 24, 2003

Time: 2:00 – 4:00pm

Place: HHS Building
1. Mr. Charles Havekost, Grants.gov Program Manager, convened the meeting at 2:05 p.m. He welcomed the audience and gave a brief update on Grants.gov.  Mr. Havekost mentioned the upcoming Grants.gov Executive Board meeting on the first Wednesday of September, and of every month, then updated the audience on Exhibit 300 and the funding algorithm for Phase I and Phase II of Grants.gov.  Mr. Havekost applauded the great participation from agencies on “Find” and from both grantors and grantees on the “Apply Pilot.”  He then introduced the first speaker, Ms. Kim Deutsch.

2. Ms. Kim Deutsch, from the Grants.gov Program Management Office (PMO), gave an update on the Apply Pilot.  She announced that information regarding resolution of email issues with support@grants.gov would be made available by close of business.  Ms. Deutsch gave an update of Apply Pilot features, announced that the site will continue to be available for information purposes and that summary information on the features of the pilot site will be posted at Grants.gov soon. She stated that the PMO received many requests for access to the Apply Pilot site after the pilot ended.  Ms. Deutsch praised the participation of the 20 grantor agencies that created 61 application packages and the 38 applicants that submitted 56 applications.  She briefly discussed agency and applicant setup and activities related to the pilot. Ms. Deutsch discussed the feedback received on the pilot, noting that a full evaluation report will be posted at Grants.gov in early September. She also stated that feedback will be incorporated into the 10/31 launch of the Apply Feature. After Ms. Deutsch’s presentation, she answered questions from the audience:

Q: What is the status of the test bed?
A: There are no plans to have this available.
Q: How are agencies going to be able to prepare for system-to-system interaction with Grants.gov?
A: The systems integration team is starting one-on-one dialogs with agencies.

Q: How do agencies initiate a discussion with Grants.gov on system-to-system interaction?
A: Email Kim Deutsch (kim.deutsch@hhs.gov) or Rebecca Spitzgo (rebecca.spitzgo@hhs.gov). 
3. Ms. Katie Root introduced the next speaker,  Dr. Martha Nell Smith, from the
      University of Maryland, who was a grantee participant in the Apply Pilot. 
4. Dr. Nell Smith began her presentation of a grantee’s perspective of the Apply Pilot with a brief overview of her background.  Dr. Nell Smith provided positive feedback on the pilot, stating that she was particularly enthused about the uniformity, coordination, and documentation of the application submission process.  She appreciated the return receipt time stamp and the ability to save a partially-completed application and route it to colleagues for input and/or resume entering data later.  Dr. Nell Smith then indicated concerns with the Apply Pilot, such as individual faculty members having to register with CCR, and obtaining and keeping a DUNS number current (i.e., yearly renewal requirement).   Dr. Nell Smith also stated that the PureEdge Viewer needs to download more easily and be compatible with every browser (e.g., Netscape, Opera).  Forms navigation was also an area of difficulty in Dr. Nell Smith’s experience; she said it should be easy to go back and change items in a form.  After her presentation, Dr. Nell Smith answered questions from the audience: 

Q: Did you have a CCR & DUNS number?

A: No. The University of Maryland has one, but it was not used for the pilot. 

Q: What role does the Office of Research and Administration play when you are applying for grants? 

A: They assist in budgeting, indirect expenses and general reviewing of grant applications.

5. The next speaker to present was Charles Havekost, Grants.gov Program Manager. Mr. Havekost gave an overview of preparations for the October launch.  Mr. Havekost discussed how feedback from the Test of the Edges, the requirements focus groups, and the Apply Pilot will assist in the preparing for the 10/31 launch.  Mr. Havekost presented steps for the launch including agency recruitment; finalization of requirements; implementing authentication processes (which to this point has been the single biggest challenge); and system-to-system integration. He added that focus will be placed on making decisions that will allow Grants.gov to serve the largest possible grant community market, within the Grants.gov’s mandate and resources.  
Mr. Havekost then elaborated on three possible authentication options and related benefits and risks, all of which were developed in coordination with the Grants.gov system integrator (Northrop Grumman), the Office of Management and Budget (Jeff Gallimore), and the OMB E-Authentication contractor (Mitretek). Plan A, connect to E-Authentication, is the ultimate goal. This plan is very aggressive and the risks are high especially given that Grants.gov would be a very early adopter of this approach. Benefits would include multiple providers and a single connection. In addition to being an early provider, risks would include SAML implementation questions. 
Plan B is to connect directly to a credential PIN/password provider. The question remains as to how this technology could be leveraged to connect directly from Grants.gov to the commercial PIN/password provider. The known interface (LDAP) and availability of provider support are both benefits of this option. While the lack of a finalized contract represents a risk (a statement of work has been developed), as does the fact that this is a tactical solution, Plan B does position Grants.gov to move toward the longer-term solution of E-Authentication. 
Plan C, continue with the Apply Pilot approach, is possible and would satisfy Grants.gov’s mandate, but is not preferred. Plan C would allow the benefit of Grants.gov controlling its own destiny, but would require eventual migration from this solution to another in the future. 

Mr. Havekost then described agency and applicant preparations for the 10/31 launch. He emphasized that agencies should have the mindset not of “we can’t do this,’” but of “what do we need to do to make this happen?” In regard to selecting the integration approach, agencies can participate with a person-to-system interface until a system-to-system interface is developed. Agencies should also review their business processes and install the PureEdge Viewer. Applicant preparations include registering with CCR and with a credential provider, downloading the PureEdge viewer, reviewing the Grants.gov customer support materials (e.g., tutorial), as well as utilizing Fedgrants.gov to find grant opportunities. 

Next, Mr. Havekost summarized available Grants.gov information technology integration guidance, including the Agency Integration Toolkit, the XML Document to RDBMS Reference Guide available at Grants.gov, Core OMB SF-424 XML Schema instructions, and system-to-system reference implementation. He then explained the system-to-system process and provided a layman’s pictorial of standard operating procedures. 

Mr. Havekost concluded his presentation with some motivational words for Stakeholders and noted ways for Stakeholders to support a successful October launch of the Apply Feature. They included agencies posting discretionary opportunities and preparing to accept applications and the Grants.gov PMO. He also mentioned plans for a mid-November press conference that will provide an opportunity to highlight the success of agencies in supporting the “Apply” launch.  
 Mr. Havekost answered the following questions from the audience:
Q: What about digital signatures?
A:  Use of digital signatures will only be possible when we adhere to Plan A (see above-referenced description) and implement E-Authentication.  The perfect place to use digital signatures would be when federal agencies retrieve applications from Grants.gov.
Q: What do we do in the interim with applications that require a signature?
A: There are other ways to ensure authentication without digital signature, such as PKI authentication, as it ensures validity of the application and applicant.
Q: If an application requires signature, is the pin/password procedure legally binding like a digital signature would be?
A: Response from Doug Baptiste, Department of Energy -  DOE has been using the PIN/password procedure for a number of years for grants and contracts. There has never been an issue; the PIN /password procedure shows the intent of an applicant to contract and holds as legal. Also see guidance on OMB website. Per Mr. Havekost, the lack of digital signature is not a reason not to participate with Grants.gov. 
Q: Do applicants have to pay a fee to get credentials?

A: No, E-Authentication has agreed to absorb the cost of the first 50,000 credentials provided.  The issue of credentials has been addressed; the issue of transactions is pending but we’re set up well to deal with it.
Q: When will Stakeholders have official guidance from OMB on the requirement to register with Central Contractor Registry (CCR)? 

A: Mr. Havekost committed to providing an answer to this question within a week. 

Q: My agency is reluctant to start using Grants.gov without OMB policy guidance. When is it coming? 

A: It’s in the OMB clearance process and it is tentatively scheduled to be issued officially on 9/15. Generally speaking, it’s already public but not official.

Q: Is there going to be a policy to mandate electronic applications?

A: It is premature to discuss such a mandate. 

6. Mr. Havekost concluded the meeting and thanked the audience for their    participation.
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