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THE SPECIALTY 
CROP BLOCK 
GRANT PROGRAM 
AFTER THE 2008 
FARM BILL 

 

2011 
In preparation for the reauthorization of the Farm Bill in 2012, NASDA has 
taken an in-depth look at the impact of the 2008 Farm Bill on the 
Specialty Crop Block Grant program (SCBG).   The changes resulting from 
the 2008 Farm Bill have markedly improved the SCBG program.  It is more 
structured, more transparent and more flexible.  The increased funding 
made it possible for states to reach out further to their specialty crops 
industries and to fund projects of a greater depth and diversity.  Demand 
for the program is high, with most states reporting a significantly higher 
number of applications that they were able to fund.  This clearly benefits 
the specialty crop industry.  The increased structure given to the program 
through the regulations promulgated by the USDA AMS has been well 
received by the States.  Nonetheless, States reported some areas where 
changes could improve their ability to manage the programs more 
successfully. Overall, the SCBG program continues to be an outstanding 
success story. 

NASDA 
PERSPECTIVE 
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SPECIALTY CROP BLOCK GRANT PROGRAM – 
NASDA PERSPECTIVE 

INTRODUCTION 
In preparation for the reauthorization of the Farm Bill in 2012, NASDA has taken an in-depth 

look at the impact of the 2008 Farm Bill on the Specialty Crop Block Grant program (SCBGP).  

We also asked the US Department of Agriculture Agricultural Marketing Service, which oversees 

the SCBGP, to provide their perspective and have included their report with this one.  

 

The 2008 Farm bill amended some of the statutory language governing the SCBG program.  

This, in turn, required publication of a new governing rule by the Agricultural Marketing Service 

(AMS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).  As part of its new rule, AMS enhanced its 

regulatory oversight of the program.  NASDA looked at the impact of the strengthened 

regulatory guidance.   

 

Of the statutory amendments that were made in the 2008 Farm Bill, those of main importance 

to the State Departments of Agriculture included the change from appropriated funding to 

mandatory funding, the increase in funding, and a requirement that funds be obligated and 

allocated within the fiscal year.  From the regulatory perspective the main changes affecting the 

State Departments of Agriculture were the increased AMS oversight and guidance, the 

increased emphasis on making the program competitive within the states and the tightening of 

the definition of “solely specialty crops”.   

 

Thirty-four states participated in the informal survey (63%) in some fashion.  Some completed 

the survey questions providing an in-depth look at the SCBGP program in the states while 

others only provided data regarding demand for the program.   The survey focused on three 

areas:  the impact at the state level of the increased funding and program oversight, the level of 

interest in - and demand for - the SCBG program and any legislative and programmatic changes 

the states consider necessary to improve the program.  In addition, the States were asked to 

provide examples of successful and innovative projects.  Some of those examples are included 

later in this report.    

 

The most remarkable outcome of the 2008 Farm Bill changes is the greater variety of funded 

projects.  Funded projects tend to be more complex and more directed at the technical needs 

and problems that impact the competitiveness of the specialty crops industries in the states.  

Both the increased funding and the new AMS regulations governing the SCBG program have 

been instrumental in improving the depth and variety of projects.   
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FUNDING 
Section 10109 of the 2008 Farm Bill provided mandatory funding for the SCBG program, 

providing certainty to the states by eliminating the need to seek appropriations each year.  The 

Farm Bill provided $10 million in fiscal year 2008, $49 million in fiscal year 2009, and $55 million 

in each fiscal year 2010 through 2012.  In addition, the base grant amount was amended to give 

each state a minimum grant amount of $100,000 or 1/3 of 1 percent, whichever is equal to or 

higher of the total amount of funding made available in each fiscal year.   

 

The increased funding has played a major role in the improvement of the SCBG program.  Many 

states, particularly the smaller specialty crop states, were able to move to a competitive grant 

process for the first time.  In addition, states report being able to expand their program to more 

of their specialty crop industries.   

 

Prior to FY08, our department distributed SCBGP funds based on the specialty crop industry’s cash 

receipt value as published in the 2001 Wisconsin Agriculture Statistics Book.  FY09 was the first year 

we had a competitive process.    

-  Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, 
Trade & Consumer Products 

 

In addition, States that had previously used a competitive process report that the increased 

funding has allowed them to remove caps from their award grants, giving them the ability to 

fund more complex and diverse projects.  All States reported a greater ability to reach out to a 

larger number of potential applicants as well as provide greater assistance to SCBGP applicants. 

 

The increase in funding has allowed us to fund more projects in South Dakota. We've also been able 

to eliminate the funding "cap" we previously put on grant applications. This has allowed innovative 

producers to take more risks in developing new crops for South Dakota.  
 

- South Dakota Department of Agriculture 

 

Funding has been beneficial and Texas Department of Agriculture has been able to expand the 

number of specialty crop projects. Specialty crop industry groups are better able to directly 

participate in the development and completion of the projects. By their direct participation, industry 

can see the return on investment of the funds.      

- Texas Department of Agriculture 

 

Despite clear evidence that these state marketing campaigns provide significant benefit to 

specialty crop producers and the consumers, at the time the Farm Bill was passed some in 

Congress expressed concern over what was viewed as a heavy emphasis on funding of state 

marketing promotion projects, particularly through state branded programs.  To that point, 

states, particularly the smaller specialty crops states, argued that with such limited dollars they 
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could benefit a greater percentage of their specialty crops industry by connecting their specialty 

crop producers to a wide variety of markets such as restaurants, grocery stores, schools, 

hospitals and even prisons.    

 

Prior to passage of the 2008 Farm Bill, the amount of funding provided to states under the SCBG was 

significantly smaller than today and often times, a competitive grant program was not appropriate 

for the amount of funding that  states received.  For many states, the decision was made to direct 

the funding to the state’s branded logo marketing efforts [such as Kentucky Proud, Fresh From 

Florida, Idaho Preferred®, etc.] which, theoretically, would benefit all specialty crop growers in the 

state.  [Clarification added] 

As the SCBG program has become better funded, the approved projects have become more 

diverse.  While there continues to be market promotion, especially export market promotion, 

there are greater numbers of projects that address the technical issues of the specialty crops 

industry, such as pest and disease management, food safety, education and nutrition.    States 

have funded projects that assist producers in meeting food safety standards through Good 

Agriculture Practices (GAP).  One Pennsylvania project that was designed to assist mushroom 

growers in adopting GAP measures is being considered by the FDA as a possible template for 

other commodity specific GAP audits.  Numerous other projects that work with schools and 

other institutions to improve consumer nutrition and understanding of the health value of 

specialty crops also have been funded through the SCBG program.   

 

STRUCTURE  
As a result of the statutory changes required by the 2008 farm bill, the USDA’s Agricultural 

Marketing Service was required to promulgate new rules governing the program.  The AMS 

took that opportunity to add regulations and guidelines that have given additional structure 

and clarity to the SCBG program. In addition, AMS undertook a number of site visits that 

provided useful feedback to the states that helped improve their programs and ensure 

compliance.  The AMS also hosted a number of webinars for the states to help states meet the 

program requirements. States report being very pleased with the AMS program staff for the 

continued assistance they provide, particularly with the number of guidance documents that 

have assisted states in developing their competitive processes as well as ensuring successfully 

submissions of state plans.   

 

“I have worked with several grant programs over the years and have to say this is one of the best 

run programs I have worked with.  The staff is competent, knowledgeable, accessible and responsive 

to inquiries.” 

                           -Wyoming Department of Agriculture 
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The States are appreciative of the added structure, which has contributed significantly to the 

improved success of the program.  Many states commented, however, that the high level of 

detail required for the State Report is burdensome, labor intensive and particularly difficult for 

smaller states with limited staff resources.  In an effort to streamline the requirements, States 

suggest working with AMS to review the required detailed information to determine what is 

necessary and appropriate and what can be eliminated. 

 

AMS staff has been extremely helpful and thorough in administering this program and have 

partnered effectively with States in implementation. A variety of helpful resources and trainings have 

been developed. In addition, AMS staff has been responsive to questions and timely with required 

approvals.  We fully understand the need for transparency and ensuring that public funds are spent 

appropriately.  At the same time, flexibility to States in implementing these valuable resources is 

important to enable us to meet New York’s specialty crop needs in an efficient and timely manner.   

- New York Department of Agriculture & Markets 
 

FLEXIBILITY 
The inherent flexibility of the SCBG program is widely seen as a contributing factor in its 

growing success.  Unexpected events, such as food safety scares or weather extremes, can 

occur that have severely negative impacts on the viability of specialty crop industries.  Having 

the flexibility to use SCBGP funds to meet these changing needs, whether they are research-

related or market-related, ensures the competitiveness of specialty crops in the states.  It is this 

feature that elevates the SCBG program as a uniquely relevant and highly successful program.  

 

Florida tomato growers experienced prolonged freezing temperatures in January 2010 that 

devastated 70 percent of their winter crop. By the close of the season, it is estimated that tomato 

growers shipped only 59 percent of 2009 volumes. Due to these conditions, and others of recent 

years including a salmonella outbreak falsely tied to Florida tomatoes that have severely impacted 

our program budget (which is based on volume, ultimately),  the Committee was only able to collect 

about fifty percent of its budgeted funds this 2010 season as these monies are collected from 

assessments on boxes shipped.  Given these conditions, the Florida Tomato Committee would not 

have been able to conduct any advertising or retail promotions to secure market share on behalf of 

the fresh Florida tomato industry were it not for the availability of grant funds.   

Utilizing FY2008 Block Grant funds, Florida’s tomato industry was able to launch a mass media 

consumer education campaign to counterbalance the negative impressions of fresh Florida tomatoes 

due to the Salmonella scare.  The media campaign, that included both print and radio commercials in 

16 markets in the Eastern U.S., was launched to educate consumers that fresh Florida-grown round 

tomatoes are safe, healthy and desirable. The commercials reinforced to consumers the Florida 

tomato industry’s strong commitment to quality and food safety.   

- Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 

 



Page 11 of 42 
 

The other aspect of the inherent flexibility of the SCBG program can be seen in how the states 

meet the needs of their industries.  The topographic and economic diversity of each state 

means that one size does not fit all.  In order to enhance the production, distribution and 

consumption of specialty crops in the states it is necessary to be creative and tailor the program 

in ways that address the differing needs of the regions where funds are being distributed.   

 

“Projects on small, high intensity sites in the Eastern Panhandle have addressed more 

upscale/boutique crops (horticultural and ornamental crops) while several research projects in the 

southern portion of the state have focused on alternative production techniques in mineral laden 

soil that is a by-product of intensive mineral extraction. This part of the state requires an approach 

to specialty crops that is focused on farming in extremely poor soil conditions and addressing the 

food needs of a low income, nutritional deficit dwindling population. Eastern Panhandle projects 

have been focused on the economic demographics of the consumer. The SCBGP has been flexible 

with both types of projects and we endorse the ability to tailor projects to meet the diverse needs of 

the agriculture and its consumers.” 

- West Virginia Department of Agriculture 

UNMET DEMAND 
Nearly all states in the survey reported receiving a greater number of project applications than 

could be funded, revealing a high demand for the program.  For example, for every project 

funded in FY2009 there were more than double the number of project proposals.  Those states 

that participated in the survey reported a total amount of requested funds in FY2009 as just 

greater than $153 million while the total amount allocated from these same surveyed states 

was nearly $43 million, leaving an unmet demand of $110 million in these states (Table 1).  

Another important indication of the level of commitment from grant recipients and the 

importance of the SCBG program to the specialty crops industry is the high level of voluntary 

matching funds. The NASDA survey made an effort to capture the amount of matching funds 

that were contributed in FY2009, although many states do not collect this data since matching 

funds are not required of grant recipients in order to participate in the SCBG program.  In 

addition to participant contributions, some States voluntarily provide matching funds and/or in-

kind contributions as well.  It cannot be overstated that the fact that matching funds are not 

required is considered to be a contributing factor to its success.  It allows a greater number of 

potential recipients more opportunity to participate in the program; and, case by case, those 

that do provide additional funds show a strong commitment to the program.   
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LEGISLATIVE AND/OR PROGRAMMATIC ISSUES  
As mentioned before, States are very pleased with the responsiveness of the AMS staff and 

their willingness to assist states in making the SCBG program successful.  The implementing 

regulation provided much greater clarity regarding what is and is not allowed under the 

program and the information provided to recipients on what is needed for both the state and 

  State
Total 

Funding 

Request

Total 

Approved 

Requests

Total Non-

Approved 

Requests

Total Requested 

Funds

Total Approved 

Funds

Total Non-

Approved Funds
Matching Funds*

State SCBG 

Allocations

Alabama $442,987.67
Alaska 8 6 2 $192,756.64 $172,756.64 $20,000.00 $74,858.20 $172,756.84
Arizona 38 20 18 $2,836,882.68 $1,006,194.56 $1,830,688.12 $519,774.59 $1,113,922.37
Arkansas $220,060.79
California 237 57 182 $65,000,000.00 $16,300,000.00 $48,700,000.00 $8,400,000.00 $16,315,325.65
Colorado 32 17 15 $1,531,067.00 $629,443.00 $901,624.00 unknown $629,443.00
Connecticut $993,428.50 $336,333.50 $657,095.00 unknown $377,818.03
Delaware 15 9 6 $446,839.00 $225,505.00 $221,334.00 $1,970.00 $226,495.45
Dist. Of Columbia $162,240.00
Florida 43 17 26 $12,470,576.00 $4,069,642.00 $8,400,934.00 unknown $4,100,603.76
Georgia 35 24 11 $3,113,105.50 $1,017,362.93 $2,213,105.50 unknown $1,017,362.93
Guam $164,711.28
Hawaii 15 13 7 $534,700.00 $378,728.69 $155,971.31 unknown $378,728.69
Idaho 32 12 21 $2,781,368.35 $882,094.50 $1,899,273.85 unknown $882,094.50
Illinois 36 29 7 $445,477.34 $437,304.71 $8,172.63 unknown $437,304.71
Indiana 18 15 4 $472,302.09 $382,302.09 $90,000.00 unknown $382,302.09
Iowa 10 8 2 $272,767.08 $242,767.08 $30,000.00 not required $243,405.15
Kansas $214,055.68
Kentucky $237,590.08 $237,590.08
Lousisiana 12 3 10 $1,146,548.00 $338,982.59 $807,565.41 unknown $338,982.59
Maine 17 8 9 $1,333,178.00 $382,441.97 $912,299.86 unknown $382,441.97
Maryland 23 6 17 $1,970,076.00 $503,304.00 $1,466,772.00 $878,747.00 $503,304.47
Massachussetts $390,474.70
Michigan 48 23 25 $2,224,800.00 $1,037,508.00 $1,187,292.00 $685,587.00 $1,230,431.52
Minnesota $578,008.12
Mississippi 17 13 5 $434,869.00 $268,376.55 $193,475.00 $100,368.00 $268,376.55
Missouri 32 14 17 $766,246.68 $269,731.58 $496,515.10 unknown $269,731.58
Montana 8 6 2 $248,694.85 $249,379.89 $131,483.00 unknown $249,379.89
Nebraska 17 10 7 $662,038.36 $285,452.98 $376,585.38 unknown $285,452.98
Nevada $201,616.60
New Hampshire 8 8 0 $228,792.64 $228,792.64 $102,493.00 $229,319.98
New Jersey 9 8 1 $696,610.86 $656,610.86 $40,000.00 $268,300.00 $656,610.86
New Mexico $380,581.79
New York 92 12 80 $9,300,000.00 $1,098,809.97 $8,201,190.03 $67,090.00 $1,098,809.97
North Carolina 61 29 32 $5,243,557.00 $1,092,487.64 $4,151,069.36 $958,089.00 $1,092,487.63
North Dakota 19 10 10 $1,057,088.00 $523,515.58 $533,572.42 unknown $523,515.58
Ohio 26 18 9 $1,294,752.25 $809,199.45 $571,050.12 $477,975.00 $809,199.45
Oklahoma $333,507.33
Oregon 60 25 45 4,271,099.00$     $1,673,704.49 $3,209,339.00 unknown $1,673,704.49
Pennsylvania 46 16 29 $4,438,784.00 $938,784.00 $3,500,000.00 unknown $938,784.22
Puerto Rico $363,961.04
Rhode Island $202,792.90
South Carolina $402,462.31
South Dakota 18 16 3 $198,461.76 $185,625.84 $12,835.92 $83,842.76 $185,811.14
Tennessee $455,621.73
Texas 61 20 41 $8,172,548.68 $1,766,147.25 $6,406,401.43 unknown $1,766,147.25
Utah $236,718.28
Vermont $204,289.94
Virgin Islands $163,169.73
Virginia 28 17 11 $732,188.00 $455,948.93 $276,240.00 unknown $455,948.83
Washington 105 15 91 $15,230,698.00 $2,920,854.13 $12,621,447.00 $1,316,083.00 $2,920,854.13
West Virginia 21 17 4 $253,768.27 184,663.11$       $69,105.16 $132,818.24 $184,663.11
Wisconsin 40 20 20 $2,205,271.36 $673,433.36 $1,531,838.00 $396,469.50 $745,360.82
Wyoming $180,691.96

Totals 1287 541 746 $153,201,340.89 $42,861,779.59 $110,339,561.30 $14,464,465.29 $48,622,424.11
         *matching funds are not required so many states do not keep records of the matching funds provided for projects

The information in Table 1 is a snapshot, based on initial state applications.  Throughout the course of the program, it is not uncommon for projects to be 

changed or discontinued and funds returned for redistribution.  This  subsequently changes the total number of funded projects for the year.  In addition, 

USDA captures state projects differently than most states.  For example, the administrative fees allowed to the states to administer the block grant, are 

captured as a project by USDA but may not be considered a project by the states.  Therefore the number of unfunded projects in Table 1 may not equal 

the difference between the number of requested projects and the number of approved projects.  

2009 SCBG-FB FIGURES by STATE

Table 1



Page 13 of 42 
 

USDA regarding accountability.  Nonetheless, some states are experiencing issues that affect 

the ability to efficiently carry out the program. 

 

NOTICE OF FUNDING AVAILABILITY (NOFA) 

The major concern reported by the States is the recurrent delay in the publication of the NOFA. 

While some states move forward with the competitive process in anticipation of the NOFA, 

many are not able to, limiting their ability to adequately carry out their competitive process.  In 

FY09, the NOFA was not issued until late May. This did not provide sufficient time to conduct a 

competitive process.  In FY10, the NOFA was expected in November and was not issued until 

early February.  Some states elected to begin their competitive process early but still did not 

have enough time to adequately carry out their competitive process.    

 

States report that they need at least 8 to 10 months to conduct an effective competitive grant 

award process.  In addition, time is needed for planning, preparation and training. If the NOFA 

has not yet been issued in a timely fashion, these activities cannot be adequately completed to 

the disadvantage of the grant applicants.   

 

Two suggestions for fixing this problem have been proffered:  one is to add the words “until 

expended” to the legislative authorization, as was the case under the Specialty Crops 

Competitiveness Act of 2004; the other is to require the NOFA to be issued a minimum of 10 

months prior to the application due date.   

 

At a Subcommittee hearing of the House Agriculture Committee during the summer of 2010, a 

number of the producers that testified commented also on the need for the NOFA to be 

published earlier in the Fiscal Year.  An interesting aspect of some of these producers’ concerns 

was that the delayed NOFA pushed their state’s timeline back so much that the project review 

committees were often required to meet during their busiest time of the season (harvest).  

Review committees often include producers who find it a difficult obligation during the middle 

of the harvest season. This is, of course, not the case in all states because growing seasons vary. 

 

DEFINITION OF SOLELY SPECIALTY CROPS 

The States have expressed concern that the term “solely specialty crops” is defined too 

narrowly.  The narrow definition consequently eliminates some excellent opportunities for 

specialty crops producers and, in some cases, may even serve to thwart the stated intent of the 

program.  Originally a “specialty crop” was defined as anything that was not a program crop, 

i.e., corn, wheat, rice, cotton, soybeans, etc., which caused some unintended expansion of the 

program.  The word “solely” was added to eliminate the potential for dairy and specialty meat 

products, for example, from receiving SCBG funds.  However, in its updated regulation, AMS’ 

current definition of “solely specialty crops” is very narrow so that it does not permit the funds 

to be used in projects that could possibly and inadvertently benefit non-specialty crop products. 
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This is especially a problem in the case of projects involving farmers markets, which may or may 

not be sole purveyors of specialty crops.  Farmers markets almost always include some sales of 

handicrafts, baked goods and meat or fish, yet farmers markets represent a major marketing 

opportunity for specialty crops.   While USDA has allowed the use of SCBGP funds at farmers 

markets, there is some discrepancy within the agency as to how this is actually implemented in 

practice.  For example, for projects involving farmers markets the AMS strictly limits funding for 

only that portion of the market that deals with specialty crops.  It is sometimes difficult to 

determine this percentage.  One state suggested the issue could be addressed by adopting 

something similar to the Market Access Program 50% + American rule as the minimum.   In 

other words, 50 percent of the product or benefit would be specialty crops.  At a minimum, 

having some kind of definitive direction on the use of SCBGP at farmers markets would be 

welcome.   

 

REIMBURSEMENT FUNDING 

Reimbursement funding was the second most common concern listed in survey responses. The 

practice of reimbursement funding is very difficult to maintain for the states as well as their 

sub-grantees.  The process for requesting, receiving and disbursement of funds from the USDA 

is difficult and forces sub-grantees to leverage their own funds until they receive project 

reimbursement funds.  In past funding cycles, the states were able to disburse a portion of the 

funds up front to each sub-grantee, and tied disbursement of the remaining amount to the 

requirements for quarterly and final reports. This gives the sub-grantees funding to get started, 

but also helps guarantee receipt of the required reports necessary to make sure the projects 

are moving along as stated in the original project applications.  The States suggest 

reestablishment of forward funded program or at least a partial (i.e. 50/50) forward funded 

program to help to ease the financial burden. 

 

APPLICATION AND REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 

While the States appreciate the need for transparency with the SCBG program, the high-level of 

detail required in the application and reporting processes are burdensome.  As mentioned 

previously, the States suggest there may be room to decrease the level of detail required, while 

still providing adequate information to ensure the program is operating appropriately. 

 

As opposed to providing a full description of each individual project at the time of application, the 

Department suggests that a more concise application be required...  AMS could require that 

additional project details be included in subsequent and/or final reports, before payment is provided.  

An example of this approach already exists at the federal level through the Community Development 

Block Grant Program, where States provide action plans in advance of implementation.  

- New York Department of Agriculture & Markets 
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COOPERATIVE AGREEMENTS FOLLOWING APPLICATION APPROVAL 

In FY09, some states did not receive their Cooperative Agreements until well into the Fiscal year 

(late October) when their project start dates were October 1, 2010. This delay had significant 

impact on projects by shortening the overall project period for approved projects, which were 

shortened even further as the states had to execute their own agreements with grant 

recipients.  Some states express concern that these kinds of delays may affect the overall 

success of some projects and could result in unspent funds.  Providing states with their 

Cooperative Agreements prior to their projects start dates would solve this problem. If AMS 

learns that this is not possible due to delays beyond their control, the states should be notified 

as soon as possible so that project start dates may be revised accordingly.  

 

OTHER CONCERNS AND SUGGESTIONS 

A couple of states suggested that a rolling approval schedule would allow AMS and the states a 

more even work schedule instead of dealing with all of the state applications at once.  This 

would be dependent on getting the “until expended” language put back into the statute, 

however. 

 

The SCBG program allows states to submit multi-state project proposals, but current SCBG 

regulations and the differences between states regarding grant programs can make this process 

difficult and cumbersome.  The states recognize a need for multi-state projects due to problems 

that cross state boundaries but there are a number of difficulties associated with the 

administration of such projects.  Some administrative changes could be made to make it easier 

to carry out multi-state projects.  Identifying those changes needs to be done in cooperation 

with the states.  

 

FUTURE OF THE PROGRAM 
Clearly, the changes resulting from the 2008 Farm Bill have improved the SCBG program.  States 

are very pleased to see the increased number and the improved quality of projects they now 

are able to fund.  These changes have allowed states to address the critical needs expressed by 

their diverse specialty crop stakeholders, including such issues as pest and disease control, 

enhancing international trade, food safety, protecting key resources, and organic production 

practices. In addition, funds have allowed states to enhance farm-to-school activities and local 

food systems. 

 

[The program] has provided seed money for many specialty crop projects that would not have 

happened without the program. It is much easier to get grant money from some of the other 

programs for feasibility studies but hard to get actual projects funded. We have tried to avoided 

feasibility studies and prefer to fund projects that require concrete deliverables. As such the program 

attracts proposals that have a greater impact for far less funding. 

- Wyoming Department of Agriculture 
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 The states remain concerned, however, that if the program does not receive continued and 

adequate support it would have a significant negative impact on the quantity and quality of 

projects they would be able to fund and undermine their ability to carry out competitive 

processes.     

 

If funding were reduced, the impact would be dramatic as opportunities would obviously be reduced 

as well. The 2008 levels would make competitive grant processes cost prohibitive and limit the 

variety of projects available to fund. Without competitive grant processes, the use of the funds would 

be limited to State projects and/or direct contracts with other government entities, due to the 

restrictions of Arizona Revised Statutes. 

- Arizona Department of Agriculture 

The SCBG Program provides hundreds of thousands of dollars each year to Connecticut specialty crop 

producers, agribusinesses, and associations to continue advancing the industry.  The demand for the 

program, as seen by the increased number of applications received for fiscal year 2010 funding, is 

apparent and growing.  Loss of this program would be detrimental to Connecticut given there are no 

funds to supplement or replace the SCBG Program.   

- Connecticut Department of Agriculture 

CONCLUSION 
As the SCBG program continues to grow and expand, its full impact and benefit is beginning to 

be seen.  What is clear is that the impact goes beyond the State Departments of Agriculture to 

the people they serve. 

The Texas Department of Agriculture partnered with the Texas State Florists' Association (TSFA) to 

increase sales of Texas floriculture products by preparing youth for careers in floriculture and expand 

the floral certification program in schools. TSFA has been able to double the size of its High School 

Certification program. Initial expectations were to see an increase in students entering into the floral 

profession but what was not anticipated but really shows that the funds are doing more than simply 

providing an economic impact to Texas, they are also giving Texans hope. Courtney McCollough 

graduated from McKinney Boyd High School in 2010. She copes with Down’s syndrome every day and 

has been limited in what she can participate in. Courtney took the course and scored higher in 

creative arrangement and on the written test than any other student. Because of the certificate she 

earned as a result of the course, she qualifies to attend a vocational school. Prior to the course she 

was not able to qualify to attend the vocational school. Her father is so thankful for the opportunity; 

he states his daughter now has a chance and hope for a bright future.  

- Texas Department of Agriculture 

The changes resulting from the 2008 Farm Bill have markedly improved the SCBG program.  It is 

more structured, more transparent and more flexible.  The increased structure given to the 

program through the regulations promulgated by the USDA AMS has been well received by the 

States.  The increased funding made it possible for states to reach out further to their specialty 

crop industries and to fund projects of a greater depth and diversity.   
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“Exclusive of dry beans and seed potatoes, Wyoming historically has not been a large producer of 

specialty crops.  We have been able to expand specialty crop outreach to consumers through 

educational efforts and provide producers with practical information and programming to increase 

the amount of local specialty crops grown in Wyoming.” 

- Wyoming Department of Agriculture 

Demand for the program is high, with most states reporting a significantly higher number of 

applications than they were able to fund.  This clearly benefits the specialty crop industry.  

Overall, the SCBG program continues to be an outstanding success story. 
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SPECIALTY CROP BLOCK GRANT PROGRAM – 

STATE SUCCESS STORIES   

(by category) 
 

ENHANCED PRODUCTION: 
 
Alaska: 
Funded by the USDA SCBG-FB program, the Alaska Agriculture Innovation Grant (AAIG) was 
created.  Small grants, of less than $5000, are awarded to specialty crop growers to develop 
methods for season extension and increased crop productivity.  Implemented projects have 
ranged from a solar heat retention green house to a Tropic Breeze wind machine; from a water 
wheel transplanter to a GPS autopilot system – all of which have resulted in increased 
production for the farmer.  As a requirement of the program, each producer must give a 
presentation on his project so as to increase the knowledge base of all Alaska specialty crop 
producers. 
 
Selected through competitive grant processes, the Alaska Peony Growers Association (APGA) 
received SCBG-FB funding for peony cultivation research.  Alaska peonies as cut flowers are 
growing in demand on the national and international markets due to their bloom time – later 
than any others.  Unfortunately, Alaska peony farmers were experiencing uncharacteristically 
poor growth and vigor as well as a high death loss in their crops.  As a new industry in the State, 
there are no Alaska horticulturists with expertise in peony production. Through the SCBG-FB 
program, the APGA is working to develop a leaf analysis protocol for identifying nutrient 
deficiencies in Alaska soils to. 
 
Connecticut: 
An SCBG-FB funded field test was conducted on elite hybrid strawberry breeding lines under 
commercial production conditions in growers’ fields to determine horticultural acceptability 
and to continue to quantify and assess resistance and/or tolerance to black root rot and black 
vine weevil (BVW) in strawberry breeding lines.  Six selected lines of strawberries with 
resistance or tolerance to black root rot and non-preference to BVW feeding were grown and 
evaluated for vigor and fruit characteristics, as well as propagated.  The three most promising 
lines were planted in field plots at the infested soil research site at the Valley Laboratory; one of 
which was deemed exceptional and was supplied to a commercial nursery cooperator in June 
for comparison with other new cultivars from other sources.  The three elite lines will be 
compared to parental cultivars as standards.  Recently, the Director of the Connecticut 
Agricultural Experiment Station has authorized scientists and the Station CFO to meet with 
Attorneys designated by the Connecticut Attorney General to proceed with the development of 
a plant patent. 
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CROP HEALTH MANAGEMENT 
 
Arizona: 
The University of Arizona received a specialty crop block grant to conduct research to enhance 
the competitiveness of Arizona melon growers by preserving and maximizing the effectiveness 
of powdery mildew management tools. The research project was designed to test and develop 
strategies to stop or prevent the erosion of efficacy of the critical chemical tools that growers 
have to combat powdery mildew.  Powdery mildew on melons, caused by the fungus 
Podosphaera xanthii, is a devestating disease on cantaloupe, watermelon and other melon 
crops in Arizona that can lead to significant yield losses when disease is severe.  The data from 
this study can save melon growers money when powdery mildew must be managed by showing 
that many different alternation sequences among several different products provide excellent 
control of this disease; thus allowing growers to choose among tested materials according to 
cost, and in so doing minimize treatment expenses.  Also, growers have the option of including 
biopesticides in disease management programs, which could result in increased demand for 
their melons in the marketplace.  Minimizing powdery mildew treatment costs and potentially 
increasing demand by using less conventional fungicides will enhance the competitiveness of 
Arizona melon growers and could result in increased consumption of Arizona grown melons in 
particular and Arizona specialty crops in general.  The results will reach and educate 
approximately 1,000 stakeholders through distribution of extension fact sheets and 
approximately 2,000 stakeholders through oral presentations at workshops and extension 
meetings.  Additional successes in disease management issues include the detection of Cucurbit 
yellow stunting disorder virus in melon crops and strategies for management of lettuce drop 
disease.  
 
Florida: 
There are currently no known cures for citrus greening or for citrus canker, two diseases that 
currently affect all of the citrus production areas in Florida and present significant management 
questions for growers. These questions included if and/or when to remove infected trees, at 
what distance, etc.  Adjusting management programs that promote tree health and the natural 
defense mechanism to these diseases to extend the life of the trees are critical components of 
the industry’s response to these challenges.  Part of the management programs being 
established across the industry includes application of products that are reputed to promote 
Systemic Acquired Resistance (SAR), which promotes the plants’ natural resistance to disease. 
Many products are being promoted to growers to achieve this goal.  A SCGB research project 
screens compounds that are reputed to promote SAR so growers are more informed when 
developing their disease management programs. The project is working in close collaboration 
with Florida’s citrus industry to both review progress as well as translate results as the research 
progresses. 
 
Another Florida project aims to develop control strategies for citrus greening and also to learn 
more about the role ornamental plants (particularly orange jasmine) play in the epidemiology 
of the disease.  SCBG funds are currently being utilized to 1) to develop chemical-based control 
strategies of citrus huanglongbing by screening and evaluating effective chemicals for the 
control of this devastating disease; and 2) to monitor the citrus greening pathogen in 
ornamental plant species and psyllids in urban areas, and to investigate acquisition and 
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transmission of the pathogen by psyllids from/to citrus and orange jasmine.  Research of this 
nature would not have been possible without the flexibility the SCGB affords scientists to 
modify their methods as they learn more about epidemiology of this disease.   
 
FOOD SAFETY 
 
Arizona: 
The University of Arizona received a SCBG-FB funded grant to conduct a, “Quality and Microbial 
Risk Assessment of Iceberg and Romaine Lettuce as Influenced by Irrigation System”.  The 
project’s purpose was to develop a clear and thorough understanding of the pros and cons of 
using each of the three irrigation systems for production of lettuce in Yuma and to provide 
Arizona leafy green growers with a practical scheme, showing the effect of irrigation systems on 
yield, quality and microbial risk of Romaine and Iceberg lettuce.  Results confirm the enhanced 
risk of E. coli contamination when using overhead sprinkler irrigation, but also revealed the 
importance of an early irrigation termination for both spray and furrow irrigation.  Results from 
this project were disseminated among growers and shippers of Arizona and California (at least 
100) through two presentations done at the AZ Leafy Green Marketing Agreement Meeting and 
at the annual meeting of the California Leafy Green Research Board.  The results have more 
concretely helped the industry establish guidelines. For example, knowing the survival of E. coli 
in the field when transmitted by water that gets in contact with the leaf tissue has prompted 
several companies to develop more stringent guidelines for crops that are sprinkler irrigated.  
Work done on this project attracted so much interest that the findings were requested to be 
presented several times in Arizona and California. Since the results in this project are being 
disseminated in different forums, it is clear that an impact has occurred beyond Arizona limits.  
Assuring safety of leafy greens is fundamental for the competitiveness of Arizona leafy green 
crops. There has never been an outbreak associated with Arizona leafy greens, and through 
projects like this the industry now knows how to reduce possibilities in the future.  
 

Pennsylvania: 
A mushroom Good Agricultural Practices (MGAP), project has demonstrated the benefits of 
being innovative and finding a practical method for bringing about change in farming practices. 
The overall goal of the project was to help ensure that mushrooms continue to be a safe food 
product.  In order to deliver key, consistent food safety messages efficiently and effectively, the 
American Mushroom Institute (AMI) hosted three training sessions and one follow up session 
outlining how to implement the MGAP program and prepare for an audit.  The focus was on 
“teaching to the test” by explaining each of the MGAP standards, the guidelines, the forms 
necessary for that standard and the audit questions for that standard.  A significant part of the 
training included question and answer sessions.  Presenters included food safety consultants, 
growers and Penn State faculty.  Provided necessary educational tools to implement, 
supplement and reinforce food safety messages and programs.  All materials – the MGAP 
standards and guidelines, form, templates, checklists, schedules and logs necessary for 
documentation, and the MGAP audit checklist – were provided at the training sessions, 
distributed to growers who could not attend and posted on the website.  In addition, the 
project included the creation of a food safety website to provide an easily accessible, central 
resource for the latest food safety materials, news and information.   
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The MGAP audit is the only nationwide, commodity specific audit that has been adopted by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Through this train-the-trainer approach, made possible 
because of the SCBG-FB program, thousands of employees have been educated in food safety 
practices.  Over 40 PA farms have successfully passed a MGAP audit.  In addition, there are 
dozens of farms that are still working toward completing a MGAP audits, but have trained their 
employees.  MGAP has also provided an economic benefit to farms by delivering the framework 
of a proven food safety program at no charge and reducing the need for multiple, generic 
audits.  A database of growers and employees responsible for their farms’ MGAP programs was 
developed.  Updates are provided via email messages, fax, phone and mail.   Growers were 
eager to participate in the training and implement the MGAPs on their farms.  Of utmost 
importance was providing them with the tools they needed – including forms, templates, and 
checklists so they could focus on implementing the requirements and documenting their 
actions rather than designing the paperwork.  All materials must be available on the Internet 
and in a user-friendly form.  Forms must be in formats that allow customization by the 
individual farms. Interaction with other growers is also invaluable in finding the best ways to 
achieve the goals of a food safety program. 
 
Furthermore, the program has been so successful that during an FDA listening session, staff 
personnel requested that MGAP materials be provided and considered as a possible template 
for other commodity specific GAP audits.   
 

Washington: 
Using SCBG-FB funds, the Washington State Potato Commission devised a project to provide 
GAP training seminars and educational materials to Washington State potato growers.  Due to 
the success of this project, the total number of potato acres certified in 2009 was increased to 
108,503, which equals 75% of Washington State’s potato crop. During the project, the number 
of seminars had to be expanded to accommodate all of the interest in the state.   
 
Statement from Washington State Potato Commission:  

Overall, this program has been recognized by our industry as one of the most beneficial things our 

organization has ever provided to our industry.  It was so successful that we will now be replicating 

this process and approach to other third party audits such as the McDonald’s MAAP audit, the Sysco 

audit, and Global GAP.  It has been a huge success for our industry and beneficial to other specialty 

crop groups. 

 
LOCAL FOODS PROGRAMS 
 

Arizona: 
The Community Food Bank Community Food Security Center (CFSC) received a $10,250 SCBG-
FB funded grant to produce a video entitled, “Local Food, Healthy Communities”. The CFSC 
educates advocates and provides support for increased production and consumption of Arizona 
grown and sold fresh fruits and vegetables in Southern Arizona.  Access to locally grown fresh 
fruits and vegetables are essential to ensure the short and long term physical and economic 
health of Southern Arizonans. This project produced bilingual (English and Spanish) education 
and promotion videos that will increase consumption of fruits and vegetables grown and sold in 
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Southern Arizona. The videos will be used as a part of a “buy local campaign” of the CFSC and 
many other partners to promote local produce, educate consumers about our local food 
system, and promote the nutritional health and community benefits of eating local fruits and 
vegetables.  The purpose of this project is to increase market share and consumption of fresh 
fruits and vegetables that are grown and sold in Southern Arizona. The videos will benefit 
specialty crop producers that grow and sell their product to direct markets in Arizona by 
increasing consumption of their fruits and vegetables and enhancing competitiveness of locally 
grown and marketed specialty crops.  The event was coordinated by Food Conspiracy Coop and 
included education tabling by farmers, local non-profit food organizations, and Community 
Food Resource Center staff. The theatre was sold out, approximately 1,000 people attended. 
The video can also be viewed on the Community Food Bank website and on YouTube.   
 
Connecticut: 
An economic analysis of grape production for wine making in Connecticut was funded through 
the SCBG-FB program in 2009.  A major goal of this project is to develop a budget simulator, 
which is needed to undertake analysis of expected profitability of specialty crops.  All 
Connecticut wineries have been surveyed to provide University of Connecticut with a better 
understand of expenses and income.  The information is being compiled and will be used in the 
final product. 
 

Nebraska: 
An SCBG-FB funded Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Project provided increased visibility of local fruit 
and vegetable outlets through promotional assistance with the location and hours of operation 
of local farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and u-pick operations, and identified locally grown 
produce at local grocery retail outlets. The project also included outreach regarding the health 
benefits of fresh fruits and vegetables to local consumers.   
 

South Dakota: 
The SCBG-FB program has helped to start a very small hops industry in the state. Using SCBG-FB 
funds, some on-farm research and demonstrations into the feasibility of growing hops in South 
Dakota has taken place. Initial results show that hops can survive our winters and produce hop 
cones, which can go to local breweries as fresh hops. As the vines aren't fully mature yet, yield 
information is not available. Participating producers held field days at their farms to try and 
interest other growers in hops. 
 
MARKETING AND EXPORT PROMOTION 
 
Florida: 
Florida A&M University, using SCBG-FB funds, launched a project focused on assisting specialty 
crop enterprises that enhance farm profits and marketing success for small-scale producers.  
Specialty crop producers, particularly small-scale, have very different production and marketing 
needs, as well as different obstacles and opportunities, than larger scale farming operations.  
Knowing that many small-scale producers can benefit from crop diversification and market 
development, the project involved training small-scale specialty crop producers through 
extension programs by conducting on-station and on-farm demonstrations to evaluate 
production capabilities for small-scale producers, as well as market development 
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demonstrations to evaluate economic feasibility and cost-effectiveness of facilitating 
alternative market opportunities.  The project provided funds to provide participating farmers 
with “real-world” application of training, where farmers can “learn while doing.” 
 

North Carolina: 
North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services (NCDA&CS) partnered with the 
North Carolina Christmas Tree Association to create stable and sustainable markets for North 
Carolina’s Christmas tree growers by expanding and augmenting the association’s marketing 
activities.  Grant activities completed or planned include purchasing an updated trade show 
display, participating in 5 regional trade shows for increased exposure and creating and mailing 
a pre-project grower marketing survey to refine the exact needs of producers. Grant funds have 
enabled the NC Christmas Tree Association to participate in new trade shows and to increase 
market exposure.         
 
NCDA&CS also partnered with the North Carolina Sweet Potato Commission to conduct an in-
store promotional campaign to raise awareness and usage of North Carolina sweet potatoes in 
Western Europe.  Activities performed to date have included the Western European in-store 
sweet potato promotion.  This project is expected to help increase exports and market prices of 
North Carolina sweet potatoes.  The full impact of this grant has not been quantified as the 
total project is not complete, but preliminary indications are looking positive.   
 

South Dakota: 
SD Department of Agriculture (SDDA) has used some of the grant funds to host a South Dakota 
Wine Pavilion at the State Fair. SDDA invites SD wineries to bring 3-5 varieties of wine, which 
SDDA then samples out to the public. Fair goers can also purchase wine by the glass or a bottle 
to take home. The wines are made from South Dakota grown grapes, strawberries, rhubarb, 
apples, honey and other specialty crops. About 2,500 people sample the wines and many more 
people walk through the pavilion and gain information about South Dakota's wine industry. This 
has been a great outreach opportunity for the wineries to gain additional exposure and new 
customers. Many of the fair goers are only familiar with 1-2 wineries and so we can inform 
them about all of the other wineries and the impact the industry has on the state. 
 

Texas: 
The Texas Department of Agriculture partnered with the Texas Watermelon Association’s 
(TWA) to conduct in store demonstrations and increase both consumer awareness and sales of 
Texas watermelons. The “Watermelon TV Campaign” has been a huge success. One 
watermelon producer, Jody Wiggins, reported that producers could not keep enough fruit in 
the stores. In addition, TDA created watermelon recipe cards and conducted in store 
demonstrations to coincide with the TV commercials. TWA also conducted in store 
demonstrations. The campaign reached consumers at home and while they were shopping. 
  

Washington: 
Since the launch in February of 2010, FoodHub, an innovative new online directory and 
marketplace that connects the Pacific Northwest food community and accommodates food 
producers and food buyers of every scale and production type, has attracted over 600 members 
throughout the Pacific Northwest.  This is a Multi-State project funded by the states of 
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Washington and Oregon.  By collaborating and combining the block grant funding from both 
states, the states have been able to benefit the entire region instead of just producers in the 
individual states. This project is well on-track to increasing connections and sales for Northwest 
specialty crop producers. 
 
NUTRITION AND EDUCATION 
 
Alaska: 
Funding for the Teacher Scholarship Program has allowed teachers to implement specialty crop 
education into their curriculums, expanding their awareness of and appreciation for Alaska 
specialty crop industries and leading to increased demand, sales and support. 
 

Arizona: 
Two school projects, the AZ Fruit and Veggie kits for grade schools and “In the Field with 
Arizona Agriculture”.  The SCBG funded programs are designed to teach students and teachers 
about fruits and vegetables.  Grower education is addressed through projects like the 2010 
Southwest Ag Summit, which provides interactive forums between educators, specialists, 
farmers, and students of the southwest desert specialty crop industry. 
 
In addition, Western Growers Charitable Foundation (WGCF) received a grant for the 
establishment of thirty school gardens (ten per year) throughout Arizona, to assist educators in 
receiving nutrition education curricula, encourage hundreds of students to develop gardening 
and life skills, and improved attitudes toward fruits and vegetables.  The project’s purpose is to 
improve health and lower obesity rates among Arizona school children through increased 
consumption of Arizona fruits and vegetables.  WGCF strives to simultaneously foster increased 
consumption of fruits and vegetables, and improved attitudes towards nutrition and life-long 
health through a proven, integrated collaboration with elementary and secondary schools to 
provide resources, support, and funds for the establishment and sustainability of hands-on, 
garden based learning in Arizona schools.  Additionally, the fruits and vegetables grown in the 
school gardens will be served in school cafeterias, sent home with low income students, and 
donated to local food banks.  Hence, the impact on increased consumption will extend beyond 
the core students involved in the gardens to their classmates, families, and the community.   
 

Colorado: 
Beginning with the FY08-FB program, Colorado Department of Agriculture (CDA) cooperated 
with Colorado State University (CSU) to establish a tenure-track Specialty Crop Coordinator 
position housed in CSU’s Horticulture & Landscape Architecture department. The Coordinator 
position has helped Colorado realize the substantial potential to meet the needs of specialty 
crop producers. Key roles and functions of the position involve marketing, researching and 
supporting Colorado’s small acreage, socially disadvantaged & beginning farmer grant program, 
facilitating field trial research, and delivering results through demonstrations, field days, 
workshops, written and online communications and farm visits.  Initially the CSU Coordinator 
utilized existing funds to award and manages two research grant projects. The first involved 
meeting the dramatic increase in organic vegetable production through seed trials.  CSU in 
cooperation with the Organic Seed Alliance researched the identification of the optimum 
cultural techniques and varieties for organic watermelon and pepper seed. For the second, CSU 
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built on previous research and growing local interest in organic hops production to evaluate 
yield, quality and organic fertility management of first year hops. Results to both studies were 
presented in field days and workshops in late 2009 and early 2010.  
 
Nebraska: 
Increasing the Number of Nebraska Young Adults in the Production and Selling of Locally Grown 
Fruits and Vegetables - This project is re-establishing our youth’s connection to agriculture, 
increasing the number of young adults involved in the production and selling of locally grown 
fruits and vegetables, and improving and expanding Nebraska’s farmers’ markets.   
 
North Carolina: 
NCDA&CS awarded Surry County Government funds to provide mid-size farmers with 
educational training in post-harvest handling and Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) and to 
provide the marketing and distribution systems for area institutions to source locally grown 
specialty crops ($28,000.)  Activities performed to date have included six educational 
workshops for participating farmers, five on-site individual crop training programs held on local 
farms, two GAP educational workshops and related equipment purchases.   
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THE SPECIALTY CROP 
BLOCK GRANT 
PROGRAM 

 

 2010  
Specialty crops are becoming an increasingly important commodity area 
within United States agricultural arena.  This is especially true since there 
is an increasing demand by the public for healthy, nutritious, and 
sustainable food.   The USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) 
implements the Specialty Crop Block Grant Program (SCBGP) by 
distributing funds to the fifty States, the District of Columbia, the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Guam, American Samoa, the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands.   AMS 
implemented a robust performance monitoring program to ensure that 
SCBGP grantees make adequate progress toward the achievement of 
project goals, objectives, and targets as well as to guarantee funds are 
responsibly expended and meet all pertinent statutes and regulations.  
Annual and final performance reports, amendment approvals, 
communication through phone and email, quarterly expenditure reports, 
requests for reimbursement/advance, and site visits are all utilized by 
AMS to determine the success of these projects.   

AMS 
PERSPECTIVE 
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SPECIALTY CROP BLOCK GRANT PROGRAM – 
AMS PERSPECTIVE 

The Specialty Crop Block Grant Program (SCBGP) was developed by the U.S. Congress 
under the Specialty Crop Competitiveness Act (Public Law 108-465 Sec 101) to address the need 
to increase the competitiveness of specialty crops in the United States.  Congress later 
reauthorized and expanded the SCBGP in 2008 through the passage of the Food, Conservation, 
and Energy Act (2008 Farm Bill) (Public Law 110-246 Sec 10109).  Since the SCBGP’s initial 
implementation, it has awarded over $78 million to over 2,000 projects in order to enhance the 
competitiveness of specialty crops throughout the United States.  The changes that resulted 
from the 2008 Farm Bill substantially increased the funding levels from $7 million in 2006 to 
$49 million in 2009 and $55 million for each year from 2010 to 2012. 

The USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) implements the SCBGP by distributing 
funds to the fifty States, the District of Columbia, the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Guam, 
American Samoa, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana 
Islands.  States receive a minimum distribution of $100,000 or one third of 1 percent of the 
total amount of funding made available each fiscal year.  This base funding is then 
supplemented by the value of specialty crop production in each state in relation to the national 
value of specialty crop production using the latest available cash receipt data. 

In order to receive SCBGP funds, a state must submit an application which is reviewed 
by AMS personnel to determine the eligibility of the proposed projects and their costs.  State 
departments of agriculture have been encouraged to partner with specialty crop stakeholders, 
including socially disadvantaged and beginning farmers, to fulfill the purpose of the program 
and set project priorities by conducting outreach to specialty crop stakeholders. 

Specialty crops are becoming an increasingly important commodity area within United 
States agricultural arena.  This is especially true since there is an increasing demand by the 
public for healthy, nutritious, and sustainable food.  Specialty crops are defined by the U.S. 
Congress as fruits, vegetables, tree nuts, dried fruits, horticulture, and nursery crops (including 
floriculture).  This demand has translated to an increase in the size of the specialty crop 
industry.  In fact, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Economic Research 
Service, the 2007 Census of Agriculture showed that the number of farms growing tree fruit, 
vine fruit, berries, and tree nuts increased by two percent from the 2002 Census.1  There is also 
the fact that the top twenty-four fresh vegetables and melon crops increased in farm value by 2 
percent to $10.9 billion in 2007.2 

ROLE OF THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
The Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) maintains a diverse portfolio of outreach 

activities to the State Departments of Agriculture that range from the dissemination of grant 
management information through a variety of technological resources to increase access to 

                                                           
1
 ERS 

2
 ERS pg. 4 

 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/fts/2009/FTS336.pdf#page=28
http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/ers/VGS-yearbook/2000s/2008/VGS-yearbook-05-15-2008.pdf
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information regarding the Specialty Crop Block Grant Program.  During fiscal year 2010, AMS 
held several meetings with State collaborators, including webinars, conference calls, and in-
person meetings.  Seven webinars were utilized to communicate the processes and procedures 
necessary to request and monitor SCBGP funds with representatives from every state and the 
six territories participating in these tutorials.  The webinar presentations and a recording of the 
grant monitoring webinar have been posted to the SCBGP website (www.ams.usda.gov/scbgp).  
AMS also conducted a conference call with State collaborators after the fiscal year 2009 
application period to discuss lessons learned on outreach activities, competitive grant 
processes, requests for proposals, and review panels.   Minutes from this meeting were 
provided to the State departments of agriculture in order to share information on how 
obstacles were overcome, and what process improvements could be made in subsequent 
application periods.  

There is ongoing effort to update the SCBGP website in order to ensure that information 
concerning the grant program is clear and current.  Accordingly, AMS developed a guidance 
document for the State Departments of Agriculture to act as a resource for project eligibility, 
application requirements, and grant management procedures.  The guidance document also 
includes a list of selected expenditures contained in the Office of Management and Budget cost 
principles regulations, unallowable and allowable costs for state governments, a state plan 
format, a budget narrative format, and all applicable statutes, regulations, and policy 
requirements.  In order to supplement this information, AMS developed and distributed a 
“Sample State Plan”, a document available online which appropriately depicts eligible projects 
and allowable costs. 

AMS implemented a robust performance monitoring program to ensure that SCBGP 
grantees make adequate progress toward the achievement of project goals, objectives, and 
targets as well as to guarantee funds are responsibly expended and meet all pertinent statutes 
and regulations.  Annual and final performance reports, amendment approvals, communication 
through phone and email, quarterly expenditure reports, requests for reimbursement/advance, 
and site visits are all utilized by AMS to determine the success of these projects.  In fact, 
thirteen site visits to State Departments of Agriculture have been performed since April 2009.  
Site visits are particularly useful because they can facilitate a firm discussion concerning 
program performance and compliance with the terms of the grant agreement between the 
State Departments of Agriculture and AMS.  These visits also foster the opportunity to provide 
technical assistance and educate grantees about outreach activities and the competitive grant 
processes. 

SUMMARY OF FUNDED GRANT PROJECTS 
Specialty Crop Block Grant Program funds are used to enhance the competitiveness of 

specialty crops through a variety of ways.  Projects in a State’s application are implemented 
through three different mechanisms: state programs, third-party competitive grants, and third-
party other grants.  In fiscal year 2009, 78% of the projects under the SCBGP were managed by 
third-party sub-recipients through a competitive process.  Projects submitted through a 
competitive process are scored and rated by a panel of external peers.  The top rated 
applications are then submitted to the USDA for consideration as part of the State Department 
of Agriculture’s application. 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/scbgp
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State programs are projects that illustrate that the State Department of Agriculture 
administered internally developed projects without sending the proposals through a 
competitive process.  In 2006, these projects made up a majority of the SCBGP projects (41 
percent); however, the number of these projects has diminished to 21 percent of all projects 
funded in 2009.  Conversely, third-party competitive projects have substantially increased—by 
37 percent—since the inception of the grant program.  Competitive grant projects, for the 
purposes of the SCBGP, demonstrate that a fair and open proposal competition was conducted 
and that project partners are clearly involved. 

 

Other third-party grants consist of projects that were developed by external partners, 
but were approved without consideration of a competitive grant process.  The number of other 
third-party grants also diminished from 18 percent in 2006 to one percent in 2009.  This 
change—along with the reduced use of State programs—enabled State Departments of 
Agriculture to award approximately $36 million dollars in competitive grants in 2009 that 
covered a wide range of issues benefitting the specialty crop industry throughout the United 
States. 

MULTI-STATE PROJECTS 

Since the SCBGP’s inception, the State Departments of Agriculture have implemented six 
multi-state projects where two or more states partnered to enhance specialty crop 
competitiveness.  Traditionally, these projects maintain a research component that initiates a 
regional or national program effort.  One specific project included a partnership between the 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture and the North Dakota Department of Agriculture with 
the Northarvest Bean Growers Association to summarize the existing scientific literature to 
develop credible health claims for dry beans.  Two literature reviews at the University of 
Michigan and the University of North Dakota concerning the affects of dry beans on human 
health resulted in the suggestion that the areas of diabetes/obesity, heart health, and cancer 
had been the subjects of most attention by the scientific communities. Following the success of 
this review, a subset of scientists formed an advisory committee to focus on the specific areas 
of cardiovascular health, weight management/prevention of obesity, and colon health as they 
relate to the consumption of dry beans. 

SCBGP PROJECT CATEGORIES 

Projects that are funded by the SCBGP can be broken down into seven different 
categories: marketing and promotion, education, production, research, food safety, pest and 
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plant health, and other.  State Departments of Agriculture direct their funding to enhance the 
competitiveness of specialty crops in these categories.   

In 2006, many State Departments of Agriculture directed a significant portion of the 
SCBGP funds to benefit specialty crop marketing and promotional endeavors, with this category 
making up 66 percent of the funded projects.  Marketing and promotion projects are 
summarized as advertising campaigns and market development efforts.  In fact, one example of 
a marketing and promotion project includes the Nebraska Department of Agriculture’s 
partnership with Nebraska Woody Florals, which fostered market expansion and researched 
new technologies to preserve woody 
florals.  Through SCBGP funding, the 
Nebraska Woody Florals built 
relationships with nine new 
wholesalers in seven new markets.  
This growth enabled the cooperative 
to expand from 32 producers to 42, 
and supplemented an increase in 
brand awareness. 

The State Departments of 
Agriculture began utilizing other 
avenues to grow the specialty crop 
industry through education, 
production, research, food safety, 
and pest and plant health since the 
start of the program.  By 2009, the 
proportion of marketing and 
promotion projects decreased to 42 
percent, which facilitated the 
diversification of projects devoted to 
enhance the competitiveness of 
specialty crops throughout the 
United States.   

Fiscal year 2009 ushered in a 
variety of research projects 
representing 15 percent of the total 
projects funded.  Research projects 
in the SCBGP tend to study new and 
innovative methods of growing 
specialty crops and developing specialty crop value-added products.  For example, the Idaho 
State Department of Agriculture has partnered with the Idaho Apple Commission in 
cooperation with the University of Idaho to study the influence of how utilizing different 
methods of irrigation, different quantities of nitrogen levels, using alternative orchard designs, 
and tree spacing affects yield, fruit quality and mineral nutrients in the Fuji apple.  The expected 
outcomes of the project include: increasing the number of trees and production from 200 trees 
per acres and 25 tons of apples to 1200 trees and 90 tons per acres respectively; reducing the 
water consumption by at least 55 percent over traditional overhead irrigation and by 
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approximately 65 percent over other methods of irrigation; and reducing the nitrogen usage 
rate by 50 percent in three years.     

Projects that spotlight food safety continue to grow within the SCBGP.  Since the 
inception of the grant program, the numbers of projects within this category have increased 
from four percent in 2006 to seven percent in 2009 based on the total number of projects 
funded.  Over $6 million was used to support and promote specialty crop food safety efforts in 
the United States through the SCBGP.  The Texas Department of Agriculture is partnering with 
Texas A&M University to establish methods that enhance killing effectiveness of e-beam 
treatment in order to address the effectiveness of irradiation protocols in reducing 
contamination risk and improving consumer food safety of fresh leafy vegetables.  These efforts 
focus on providing producers with information on the benefits and cost analysis of irradiation 
technology by: 1) establishing the most cost effective technology using quantitative risk analysis 
approach; and 2) educating producers, processors, and consumers about the advantages of the 
technology(s).  The outcome will produce a set of industry guidelines that will give producers 
the knowledge on how to inactivate pathogens in fresh and fresh-cut spinach using e-beam. 

Projects supporting efforts to educate specialty crop producers and the public also 
increased from eight percent in 2006 to 12 percent in 2009.  These projects included activities 
related to producer training sessions and curriculum development.  The Mississippi Department 
of Agriculture and Commerce partnered with the Mississippi Fruit and Vegetable Growers’ 
Association and the Mississippi State University Extension Service to present a series of 
workshops that trained both new and existing growers on crop production practices and the 
benefits of selling specialty crops through direct-to-consumer markets.  A total of 421 
producers and farmers market managers attended eight different workshops that highlighted 
fruit and vegetable marketing and production, cool season vegetable production and 
marketing, selling at farmers markets, vegetable production season extension, and farmers 
market management.  In fact, farmers that participated in the workshops indicated the 
increased implementation of some of the strategies and techniques presented during these 
workshops.  Particularly, 48 percent of the participant farmers noted an increased variety of 
specialty crops grown, while 59 percent affirmed the initiation of the cultivation of cool season 
crops.  Another 69 percent of the participants maintained that they sold produce to farmers’ 
markets as a result of the knowledge gained from these workshops.  Farmers’ market managers 
also reported an increase of farmers selling produce at markets with an increase of 23 percent 
from 2006 to 2007 and 31 percent from 2007 to 2008. 

Specialty crop production projects maintained a constant and deliberate increase in 
importance in the SCBGP.  In fact, the proportion of specialty crop production projects 
increased from four percent to six percent since the inception of the program to 2009.  
Production projects include projects focused to increase the quantities of specialty crops within 
a local or regional distribution system as well as the development and introduction of new and 
improved specialty crops.  One example of a production project includes the Virginia 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services’ partnership with the Southwest Virginia 
Farmers Market.  Through SCBGP funding, these entities rented a portable hydro-cooler to 
implement a demonstration program to test the feasibility and economic vitality of a cooler.  
This hydro-cooler was used by nineteen local growers to cool broccoli and corn in order to 
determine the actual costs of operating the cooler; and if by cooling them, it would help 
producers sell larger quantities of both crops.  As a result of the demonstration program, 



Page 36 of 42 
 

participating producers determined that a cooler should be purchased to enable producers in 
the region to ship larger quantities of specialty crops.   

Since the program began in 2006, the amount of funds distributed to pest and plant 
health projects increased from $585,000 (nine percent of the funds) in 2006 to over $10.5 
million (23 percent of the funds) in 2009.  The category of pest and plant health consists of 
projects that highlight integrated pest management schemes and plant protection and growth 
enhancement practices.  In 2006, the Arizona Department of Agriculture partnered with the 
University of Arizona to implement a sensitive, rapid turn-around molecular test for detection 
of the cucurbit yellow stunting disorder virus (CYSDV) in melon crops.  A real-time quantitative 
test was developed in which a total of 294 tests took place, with 174 samples in Arizona and 
California testing positive for CYSDV.  Results of the assays were available in less than 24 hours, 
which resulted in cutting diagnostic time in less than half.  The results were used to map the 
distribution and spread of the virus throughout the production season. 

  PROJECT EMPHASIS – SUB-TYPES 
Specialty Crop Block Grant Program funds are used for a variety of reasons, which range 

from the development of good handling practices (GHP) and good agricultural practices (GAP) 
workshops for spinach farmers in North Carolina, to an increase in research opportunities for 
graduate students in lettuce irrigation practices in Arizona.  Initially, this was not the case.  A 
majority of the previously funded projects focused on the development of farmers markets (11 
percent of all projects in 2006) and statewide marketing plans (29 percent of all projects in 
2006).  However, as of 2009, the number of farmers market projects and statewide marketing 
plans have decreased—to five percent and ten percent of all projects respectively.  This change 
helped to foster an expansion of the diversity of projects funded by the SCBGP.  In fact, there 
has been a significant increase in the number of projects and amount of funding in a variety of 
areas including organic agriculture and sustainable practices, rural development, health and 
consumer education, as well as good handling practice and good agriculture practices. 
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 GHP/GAP 

Project that support good handling practices (GHP) and good agricultural practices 
(GAP) audits and training or education are consistently funded through the Specialty Crop Block 
Grant Program.  Since 2006, SCBGP funding to projects within this area of emphasis increased 
from just over $480,000 to almost $4 million, which is an increase of 717 percent.   
 

The Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture provided cost-share support for specialty 
crop growers that successfully completed a USDA GHP & GAP audit annually using 2006 and 
2007 funding.  The program provided a maximum reimbursement of $400 which covered an 
average of 77 percent of the cost of an audit over the two years of the program.  Prior to the 
cost-share program, only 20 producers participated in the GAP/GHP audit program; however, 
121 producers successfully completed the GAP & GHP audit by the end of the project.  The 
project enabled the GAP & GHP certified growers to meet food safety requirements gaining 
access to additional marketing channels. 

The Washington State Department of Agriculture partnered with the Washington State 
Potato Commission to create a comprehensive food safety program for the Washington State 
potato industry.  To accomplish this goal, three seminars were held to increase GAP awareness.  
These seminars were attended by approximately 37 potato farming entities.  A cost-share 
program was also created to aid specialty crop growers in GAP certification.  Over 108,503 
potato crop acres were GAP certified, which equals 75% of the potato crop in Washington 
State.  The development of a specific guidance document for food safety in potato production 
was initiated that included a risk assessment of the industry in partnership with the U.S. Potato 
Board and the National Potato Council. 
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Organic and sustainable practices projects have increasingly become more important 
among the specialty crop stakeholders.  This can be illustrated by the increase of funds 
allocated to organic and sustainable projects from 13 percent ($1.2 million) in 2006 of the 
projects, to over 20 percent ($11.4 million) in 2009.  In particular, a multitude of research and 
education projects have been implemented to address this emphasis.  As a result of 2009 
funding, the New York State Department of Agriculture & Markets has partnered with Cornell 
University to promote modified reduced tillage (RT) strategies that enhance soil health while 
reducing fuel and labor use, and improving farm profitability (up to 50 percent reduction in 
field preparation costs).  Project activities include facilitating on-farm demonstrations, 
evaluating new equipment designs, and publicizing reduced tillage (RT) grower experiences to 
help vegetable growers carefully assess when and where RT systems make sense for their 
conventional and organic vegetable farms.  An expected outcome of the project is that 36 
growers will report integrating reduced tillage strategies in their vegetable production to 
improve soil health and profitability on their farms. 

In 2006, the Georgia Department of Agriculture used $20,000 to partner with the 
Georgia Green Industry to educate retail garden center managers, landscape contractors, and 
nursery growers through increased participation in the Georgia Certified Plant Professional 
program, and to promote the watering variance program.  Under this program, a new chapter 
for water management was added to both the Georgia Certified Plant Professional and the 
Georgia Certified Landscape Professional training manuals.  In addition, a website was 
developed (www.urbanagcouncil.com) to provide consumers with additional educational and 
conservation materials, and provide the opportunity to take an on-line water variance exam.  
Development and advertising of the website resulted in over 26,000 consumers completing the 
water variance program. 

RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND SMALL FAMERS 

The State Departments of Agriculture also increased the number of SCBGP projects that 
benefit small farmers and promote the development of rural areas.  Since inception of the 
SCBGP in 2006, projects within this area increased from only one percent of the total number of 
projects to over nine percent.  These types of projects have encouraged the advancement of 
the vitality and quality of life in rural America.  One project implemented by the Wyoming 
Department of Agriculture distributed funds to 13 specialty crop producers to foster the 
development of a variety of season extension techniques, as well as increase specialty crop 
productivity throughout the state.  The Robinson Family Farm and Ranch of Bedford, Wyoming 
constructed a high tunnel that provided fresh vegetables to 40 local community supported 
agriculture (CSA) members, the Jackson Hole Grocers Farm to Market Program, and the Thayne 
and Jackson Farmers Markets.  Vegetables were also supplied to local school districts to support 
healthy snack programs. 

The Minnesota Department of Agriculture partnered with Big River Farms to train 
socially disadvantaged and limited resource farmers to establish, grow, and maintain specialty 
crop enterprises.  Technical assistance was provided to enable USDA Organic Certification as 
well as provide business management strategies to approximately 30 farmers (eight farms) to 
increase their knowledge of crop rotation, soil nutrition management, and marketing 
opportunities.  Immigrant farmers (mostly women) from Hmong, Latino, Karen, Cambodian, 
Kenyan, Burmese, and Somali communities were represented.  Through training and technical 

http://www.urbanagcouncil.com/
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assistance, participating farms became USDA Organic Certified.  These entities are the only 
certified organic immigrant producers in Minnesota, which enabled each farm to gain at least 
two regular market channels.  In fact, the smallest farm—one-fourth of an acre—sold $3,000 in 
gross produce sales, while the two largest farms—five acres plus—had gross sales of over 
$50,000 and had production yields of over $10,000/acre gross sales. 

HEALTH AND CONSUMER EDUCATION 

There has also been an increase in the interest of projects that promote adult and child 
health through consumer education.  State Departments of Agriculture increased the amount 
of funds distributed to ensure that the American public has access to and information about 
safe, nutritious, and well balanced meals from $480,000 in 2006 to $2.2 million in 2009.   

The Colorado Department of Agriculture partnered with the Colorado Foundation for 
Agriculture to develop and distribute the Colorado Specialty Crops Reader as well as a teacher’s 
guide to provide a specialty crop educational curriculum.  The Colorado Specialty Crop Reader 
promoted a broader awareness of Colorado’s specialty crops among elementary students 
through brief articles and images as well as fun facts and activities.  Students also learned about 
the nutritional composition of Colorado fruits and vegetables, the anatomy of a bean seed, and 
the pieces and parts of a flower.  Over 60,000 Specialty Crop Readers were distributed at 
schools and meetings, which included the National Western Stock Show, on National Ag Day at 
the State Capitol, and at other agricultural events.  However, the majority of the Readers 
(34,000) were circulated to students in 1,360 classrooms throughout Colorado.   

Student access to nutritious specialty crops was also fostered through the California 
Department of Food and Agriculture in partnership with the California School Nutrition 
Association, which provided 33 elementary schools with salad bars (Garden Bars) and 
promotional materials that increased access and consumption of nutritious fruits, vegetables, 
and nuts during meals.  The Garden Bar increased the average purchase of specialty crops by 
$1.55 per student, per month to $3.96.  In addition, the Garden Bar project brought parents 
into the process through a survey that required parent/child discussion.  Surveys indicated that 
90 percent of parents believed the Garden Bar was an improvement.  Moreover, approximately 
71 percent of the parents surveyed stated their child’s opinion of fruits and vegetables 
improved and another 71 percent said their child eats more fruits and vegetables on a weekly 
basis. 

OTHER SUCCESS STORIES 
 

New Mexico 
The New Mexico Department of Agriculture partnered with five New Mexico green chile 

shippers and 20 retail chains in New Mexico, Texas, California, Arizona, Missouri, Nebraska, 
Kansas, Wisconsin, Colorado, and North Carolina to provide training workshops, educational 
materials, roasters, recipes, in-store demos, and support for the numerous events and special 
promotions concerning fresh New Mexico Green Chiles.  Specifically, project staff traveled to 
seven states to conduct workshops for 293 retail store personnel.  These workshops were 
conducted by a New Mexico food consultant that provided a hands-on discussion concerning 
green chile preparation, safety issues, and merchandising ideas.  Project staff also extended 
working relations to 95 stores in six different states to conduct in-store sampling and 
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promotion of New Mexico green chiles.  These efforts facilitated the establishment of a market 
presence for the New Mexico green chile in ten states. 

North Carolina 
The North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services established a co-

op to assist in operations and planning of the North Carolina Farm to School program.  The 
North Carolina Farm to School Program provides a purchasing and distribution system that 
makes it feasible for local schools to buy local produce.  The co-op was formed with growers 
supplying produce to schools and representatives of the North Carolina fruit and vegetable 
commodity associations. The co-op planned and scheduled deliveries of produce for the school 
year, supplied educational and promotional opportunities to schools, negotiated prices, 
established quality and packaging specifications standards, and shipment logistics in 
coordination with school nutrition personnel.  In fact, a new web site was created 
(http://www.ncfarmtoschool.com/) to promote the Farm to School Program that includes 
lesson plans related to fruit and vegetable nutrition and art work and photographs for teachers 
and school nutritionists to use in the classroom.  In addition, the coop introduced two new 
items to schools: sweet potato chunks and apple wedge slices.   

South Dakota  
The South Dakota Department of Agriculture partnered with the South Dakota Specialty 

Producers’ Association to provide a series of workshops to foster increased understanding of 
new and prospective growers concerning the resource and time commitment necessary for 
successful wine grape production.  A total of 138 wine grape producers attended four grape 
pruning workshops and one seminar, which provided courses on topics that included vineyard 
basics and advanced management, other fruit that can be grown for wine in South Dakota, and 
marketing to wineries.  The participants of this seminar also had the opportunity to learn about 
enology topics such as acidity and pH, harvest maturity effects, and more.   

Utah 

The Utah Department of Agriculture and Food (UDAF) developed a pest and plant health 
project through its partnership with Utah State Horticulture Association and Utah State 
University.  UDAF focused efforts to help Utah apple producers monitor the effectiveness of 
mating-disruption to lower Codling Moth populations using newer and lower toxicity 
insecticides.  Improvements to codling moth and cherry fruit fly monitoring technologies were 
made based on results from these and other research trials.  Upon completion of the project, 
the resulting information was published in the Fruit Tree Advisory as well as sixty individuals 
during a presentation at the 2008 Utah Horticulture Association Annual Meeting. 

 
Vermont 

The Vermont Agency of Agriculture worked with the Vermont Berry and Vegetable 
Industry to provide training programs in production, crop management, pest control, 
marketing, good agricultural practices and other practices.  Particularly, project staff organized 
the annual Vermont Vegetable and Berry Growers’ Association meeting, which included six 
educational workshops for 110 local growers.  These workshops included topics that concerned 
innovative vegetable and berry farms, insect habitats on Vermont vegetable farms, an the 
results of strawberry variety trials from 2003-2008 in Maine.  Project staff also conducted seven 
on-farm workshops for 110 growers that emphasized greenhouse tomatoes, vegetable soil 

http://www.ncfarmtoschool.com/
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fertility management, and beginning farmer skills.  Approximately 96 percent of the surveyed 
workshop participants notified project staff about their increased awareness of a new practice, 
product, or service.  Also, 78 percent indicated that they would alter their current agricultural 
practices during the next season as a result of attending the meeting. 

West Virginia  
The West Virginia Department of Agriculture partnered with West Farm to research the 

feasibility and benefits of growing 15 heirloom tomatoes in high tunnel systems and crop fields 
in southeastern West Virginia.  All varieties in the field yielded results while only ten varieties in 
the high tunnel provided any production.  However, yield totals were comparable in both the 
field and in the tunnels.  A field day was hosted by West Farm to observe and receive the 
findings, network with West Virginia University Extension personnel, Master Gardener’s and 
Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education organization representatives, and participate in 
educational workshops.  Fifty-four people from ten counties attended the field day and were 
able to participate in a taste study along with participating chefs. 
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