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Guide to Proposal
Development

Disclaimer

This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United States
Environmental Protection Agency Assistance Agreement No. C9999182-94-0
to the State Water Resources Control Board and by Contract No. 4-126-250-0
in the amount of $83,042.00.

The contents of this document do not necessarily reflect the views and policies
of the Environmental Protection Agency or the State Water Resources Control
Board, nor does mention of trade names or commercial products constitute
endorsement or recommendation for use."

Purpose

This guide is intended to provide assistance to watershed monitoring or
stewardship groups preparing grant applications. It provides basic guidance
for responding to tvpical grant guidelines and provides two examples of
successful grant applications.

The following document is, however, not intended to substitute for more in-
depth training programs offered by nonprofit assistance programs or advisory
materials distributed by these agencies.

These nonprofit development and training organizations can offer more
detailed and directed assistance to watershed groups preparing to embark on a
fund development campaign. A complete list of nonprofit assistance
organizations can be found in the Riparian Station How-To Manual.

Grants As a Source of Funding

It should be pointed out that funding from philanthropic foundations
represents a small percentage, normally less than 10%, (The Foundation
Center’s Foundation Giving report lists foundation contributions for 1994 at
7.6%.) of total funding for most nonprofit organizations. (See also table on the
following page.) In 1994, of the total 9.91 billion dollars donated by
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Table 1

CONTRIBUTIONS (in billions)

510 (37 Ta 111 $105.09
Beguests o crnas e $8.77
Foutidations.. ... comssinmin $9.91
Corporations....ciwieiciiiai $6.11

1994

PHILANTHROPY

Total Giving 1994
$129.88 billion
(Up 2.89% over 1993)

CONTRIBUTIONS (as Percent of Total)

Indivehaalsicsamanasens §0.9%
Bequests.....ccovcerevverecenrenene. 6.8%
POUnAatONS . coivessncosassives 7.0%

COTPOratioNS .. .iisiiiiivmnsn

.. 4. 7%

Religion ..o 358,87
Education .....coeovveeevennn.. 516.71
HEAME - oot $11.53

Arts/Cult./Humanities.........
Public/Society Benefit .......
Environment/Wildlife ........
International Affairs...........

Unclassified.....covvervreenrenenns

B O il thsspmnmmennar s 45.3%

EdUucation ...

Héalthowusannsmmenes

Human Services ....................
Arts/Cult./Humanities............
Public/Society Benefit ..........
Environment'Wildlife ...........
International Affairs..............

Unclassified.......cooovvvvevieenin

2.7%
1.7%

7.4%

Source: American Association of Fund-Raising Council Trust for Philanthropy, Giving USA, 1995
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foundations, only 5.1%o0f the total was allocated for support to
environmental, animal, or wildlife groups.

In general, foundations can provide funding for specific projects but rarely
provide long term program support or general support (which goes to support
general administration).

Ideally, non-profit organizations will have a well-rounded *“portfolio™ of
funding sources including support from individuals (which can include
memberships, major donations and bequests), contracts, grants and funds
derived from specific fund raising activities. Again, nonprofit assistance
organizations can provide advice on diversifving organizational support
strategies.

Although derived from a variety of materials, the following guideline draws
heavily from a document prepared by Nancy Light for the River Watch
Network entitled Proposal Writing Made Simple and the Foundation Center’s
Guide to Proposal Writing by Jane Geever and Patricia McNeill.

Know Your Audience

This is perhaps the most important aspect of grant writing - knowing what
kinds of projects the foundation has supported in the past and how well your
program fits this funding history and their current guidelines. Always depend
upon current information regarding the foundation’s funding priorities.
Foundations often review their funding strategies and can change their
priorities. A past history of funding project similar to yours does not
'necessarily represent their current funding direction.

The best source of information on the history and current funding priorities of
foundations can be found in The Environmental Grantmakers Association
directories (they have two options, one more comprehensive and expensive
than the other; call 1-800-724-1857 for information and ordering). This guide
is updated yearly and includes a wealth of information about foundation
giving. In the index, funders' priorities for watershed activities are broken
down into watershed management, restoration and preservation. Another good
source of information is the Guide to California Foundations, a comprehensive
listing of foundations located in California (call 415-777-5761 to order). __

If the foundation issues an annual report. application guidelines, or other
printed materials describing its program, it is advisable to obtain copies and
study them carefully before preparing your proposal. Additional information
can be obtained by looking at annual IRS documents (Form 990-PF). which
must be filed by each foundation and are public records. These include a list
of all grants paid by the foundation in addition to basic data about finances,
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officers, and giving policies. Copies of these returns are available for
examination at most of the Foundation Center’s cooperating libraries (listed in
the Riparian Station How-To Manual).

In determining whether or not it is appropriate to approach a particular
foundation with a grant request, keep in mind the following questions:

* Does the foundation’s interest in programs for watershed monitoring and
stewardship include the specific type of service or program you are

proposing?

¢ Does it seem likely that the foundation will make a grant in your
geographic area?

¢ Does the amount of money you are requesting fit within the foundation’s
grant range?

e Does the foundation have any policy prohibiting grants for the type of
support you are requesting?

e Does the foundation prefer to make grants that cover the full cost of a
project or do they favor projects where other foundations or funding
sources share the cost?

» What types of organization does the foundation tend to support?

e Does the foundation have specific application deadlines and procedures or
does it review proposals continuously?

The River Network suggests that you be creative when identifying the fit
between your organization and a particular foundation. Are there aspects of
vour program which involve schools (education), potential threats to human
health (medicine or epidemiology), environmental justice (social equity),
bringing the community together around river or stream (community
development, neighborhood planning, public education, democratic process,
social equity, etc.)? If your monitoring program fits into a larger framework
which a foundation might support, consider how you might tailor your
proposal to fit their funding requirements without sacrificing your program’s
primary goals.

Put Yourself In The Grantmaker’s Position

After getting a feel for the foundation’s history of funding, try to anticipate
how they will respond to your proposal. How can you make your project more
appealing, lend it more immediacy, enhance its importance or uniqueness?
Remember that grant reviewers must read thousands of grant requests a vear.
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Your proposal must stand out from all the rest in many ways. In the
Foundation Center’s Guide to Proposal Writing, the authors include a section
entitled What the Funders Have To Say and several paragraphs are devoted to
how a proposal writer can grab and keep the grant reviewer’s attention.

Several important comments include admonitions to:
» not repeat information;
e write clearly and concisely - no “fluff™;

e provide a statement of the request, a statement of the need, and a statement
of how you intend to meet the need;

e clearly delineate all your important points, while adhering to the
Foundation’s guidelines.

Proposal Organization

A proposal should always comply with the specific guidelines supplied by the
foundation, which do vary. You will find, however, that there are also
similarities between guidelines, and that you can begin structuring your
proposal using a generic format. Your generic proposal can then be tailored to
fit the guidelines of specific grant makers. Do not hesitate to submit requests
to

Your first contact with a foundation is likely to be through a 2-3 page letter of
intent, sometimes called a pre-proposal, describing vour organization and the
program that you would like them to fund. The guidelines for a full proposal
should be followed loosely in drafting this letter. Remember that your letter of
intent provides that all-important first impression of your organization. and
decide what you want that impression to be. The “elevator test” is useful here
in getting started. I.E., what would you say to someone if you had to describe
vour organization, its mission, and the project for which you are seeking
funding, during one elevator ride? The information that you would highlight
in such a conversation is likely to be the same information that potential
funders will find most interesting. Begin by putting this down on paper. and
then check to see that you are addressing all the questions in the foundations
guidelines.

Don’t let the limit of two pages fool you into thinking that this won't take a
great deal of time. A well crafted letter of intent can provide material that will
be useful for cutting and pasting into other documents such as press releases,
flvers executive summaries, and information brochures. Spending the time to
create a well crafted document will be worth your while.
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Components of a Full Proposal

Executive Summary

Statement of Need

Project Description

Budget

Organization Information

Conclusion

umbrella statement of your
case and summary of the
entire proposal. Sometimes
this is included in the of the
cover letter.

why this project is necessary.

Sometimes included in
“background™ section.

nuts and bolts of how the
project will be implemented.

financial description of the
project plus explanatory
notes.

history and governing
structure of the nonprofit; its

. primary activities, its

audiences, its services.

summary of the proposal’s
main points.

1 page

1-2 pages

2-3 pages

1 page

1 page

2 paragraphs

A personalized cover letter should be included with each proposal. The
content of this cover letter is extremely important. It is sometimes the basis for
either further review or rejection. In general, a cover letter should include:

* astatement of the grant’s purpose and the amount being requested,;

e why you are approaching this funder;

e amention of any prior discussion of the proposal;

« some mention of the contents of the proposal package, especially if you
are including enclosures, such as newspaper clippings, newsletters, maps

or brochures:

¢ abrief description of the project;

 an offer to set up a meeting or provide additional information which might

be helpful to the funder in reviewing your proposal.
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Statement of Need or Problem

The statement of need can be a tool for educating the reader. Some grant
proposals tell the story of how the need was recognized. This draws the reader
in. Include factual information and objective evidence whenever possible.
This gives your proposal credibility. If you are fortunate, you can conduct a
formal needs assessment in advance, and discuss the results in this section.
Use this opportunity to demonstrate that your organization fully understands
the problems and therefore is in an excellent position to address the need.

Do not make the all-too common mistake of confusing need with method. A
good illustration of this mistake is the statement; “The educational program
needs a van.” No, No, No! The correct statement of need is as follows:
“Students attending X'YZ education program need transportation from point a
to point b on a bi-weekly basis.” If you have decided that the most effective,
economical and efficient way of providing this transportation is through the
ownership and operation of a van, let the reader know how you arrived at this
conclusion. Then, the purchase and utilization of the vehicle should appear in
vour methods section.

Avoid circular reasoning; in circular reasoning. you present the absence of
your solution as the actual problem; for example, “the problem is that we do
not have a monitoring program on our local creek. The development of a
program will solve that problem.”

In general, the needs section should accomplish the following:
 provide the facts or statistics which best illustrate the need or problem;

e give the reader hope; the picture you paint should not be so grim that the
solution appears hopeless;

» let the reader know whether the need as acute; or is a recurring problem;

* demonstrate your organization’s knowledge and understanding.

The Project Description

This section describes the substance of how you will solve the problem. This
is your opportunity to convince the reviewer that you've adopted the right
approach. This section should have four subsections which cover the
following topics:

* Goals - the aims of your program - your goals should address the stated
needs in broad terms. Keep in mind that your stated goals should follow
easily from the mission of your organization.
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e Objectives -specific outcomes of the programs, stated in quantities if
possible. Objectives provide measurable or tangible milestones toward the
realization of goals.

e Methods - specific activities that will take place to achieve the objectives.
This subsection should include the sequence of discrete activities, a time
frame for accomplishing these tasks and a final justification for the
particular methods chosen.

e Staffing/Administration - in describing the methods you will often discuss
the personnel that will be responsible for carrying out specific tasks,
emphasizing the positions (specific qualifications should be discussed
later, in the “Organization Information™ section). Staffing should refer to
volunteers as well as staff and consultants.

e Evaluation - this should be factored into a project from the beginning and
should not be added on as an afterthought. Including an evaluation plan in
your proposal indicates that you take your objectives seriously and want to
know how well yvou have achieved them.

The Budget

The project description provides the picture of your proposal in words. The
budget further refines the picture, but with numbers. A well-crafted budget
adds greatly to the proposal reviewer’s understanding of your project. Make
sure that the type of funds being requested (salaries, equipment, contractor
fees) are fundable items of the foundation. This should be done well in a
advance of proposal development.

Be certain that your budget estimates are as accurate as possible. If you
estimate too closely, you may not be able to operate within the budget.
Consistently overestimating costs can also lead to problems of credibility with
the funding agency. Be realistic about the size of vour project and its budget.
Since you will likely be including a financial summary of your organization, a
red flag will probably be raised if your project is substantially higher in cost
than any other project you have undertaken in the past.

For a complex project, vou should construct a table (see “example”™ section).
Often you will be approaching several sources to fund the project, and they
will want to know what you expect the entire project to cost in addition to the
portion that they are funding. In addition to the monetary cost of the project,
generate figures to account for in kind donations, including equipment,
supplies, and volunteer time (which can be figured according to how much
vou would reasonably pay to hire someone at the appropriate skill level).

A budget for an extensive volunteer monitoring project is likely to include the
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following:

e personnel (remember to include administrative time and data management
time in addition to project time)

¢ office rental and utilities

+ office equipment & supplies (including software if needed)

e travel expenses

e monitoring equipment & supplies

e quality assurance costs (e.g., lab costs, training session costs)

e publication (photocopies and printing)

Organization Information

Normally, a resume of your organization should come at the end of a proposal.
The inclination is to put this closer to the front. However, many grantwriters
recommend that you sell the project first, and then your organization’s
capability to carry it out.

Keep this section simple and to the point. Summarize some important projects
that have been successful, especially ones that are similar to the proposed
project. If your organization is new, stress your organization’s enthusiasm,
support of the community (volunteer and financial contributions) and
individual accomplishments of staff, volunteers, or board members.

In two pages or less tell the reader when your organization came into
existence; state its mission, being certain to demonstrate how the subject of
the proposal fits within or extends that mission; and describe the
organization's structure, programs, and special expertise. Discuss your board,
their expertise and level of involvement in your programs. Describe the
function and extent of involvement of volunteers.

Coneclusion

Every good proposal should have a concluding paragraph or two which calls
the reviewers attention to the future, after the grant is completed. Because
foundations seldom give long term support, they want to know that you have
viable plans for continuing the project over the long term.

This section is also a good place to make a final appeal for your project.
Briefly reiterate what vour organization wants to do and why it is important.
Underscore why your agency needs funding to accomplish it. Don’t be afraid
at this point to use a bit of emotion to win over your reviewer.
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