SCRIPT 6 AFG VEHICLE GRANTS

AS SHOT FROM THE PROMPTER IN THE STUDIO  

Each year, the Assistance to Firefighters Grant Program provides fire departments and nonaffiliated emergency medical service providers with grants, to buy new emergency response vehicles to replace unsafe apparatus.

The primary purpose of these grants is to improve the safety of both the public and firefighters.  Safer vehicles, designed to meet current national standards, helps to improve the ability of firefighters to protect their communities.  Since the AFG Program started in 2001, we have awarded more than 4,300 grants to help fire departments, with few resources, replace unsafe emergency vehicles and remove them from service, permanently.  

But the competition for vehicles is great. Every year, the demand for vehicle grants exceeds the amount of AFG funds available for awards.  By law, no more than 25 percent of the available grant funds per year can be awarded for vehicles. Twenty-five percent sounds like a large sum of money,   but here's the problem. 

On average, the AFG program receives more than $2 billion dollars in vehicle requests each year. Unfortunately, many deserving fire departments don't receive vehicle awards solely because we run out of money before we can fill even 10 percent of the vehicle requests received.
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Now, even though vehicle grants are hard to obtain, it's not impossible.  And, we're going to give you some guidelines that can help increase your chances of getting a vehicle grant.  But, before we begin to talk about the grant application process, you should take a moment and consider several things.

 First, you need to think carefully about your reasons for requesting a vehicle and the type of vehicle your organization needs.   You also need to understand the criteria used to score AFG vehicle grant applications and the limitations on this funding.

You need to consider the grant program's funding priorities and the other factors that reviewers will consider when they evaluate your application. Then you can decide if you should commit to preparing and submitting a competitive vehicle grant application.  

Now, let's look at some details that will help you successfully apply for a grant.

First, it's important to know what the AFG considers an unsafe vehicle.  Vehicles with no factory-installed seatbelts obviously are unsafe. So are vehicles with open cabs or open jump seats where there is no roof and no sides above the door.  Surplus vehicles that, out of necessity, have been converted into firefighting apparatus are also considered unsafe.  Such vehicles were never designed for firefighting or emergency response. 
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Now, what does it mean to remove an unsafe vehicle permanently from active emergency service?  It means taking that vehicle to the junkyard or donating it so that it will no longer be used for emergency response.  You can't sell or donate it to another fire department because that obviously doesn't remove it from service.  But you can give it to a training academy to help student firefighters learn how to operate a pumper, as long as the vehicle won't be used to train emergency response drivers.  

You also can sell or donate the vehicle for farm or construction use, or scrap metal.  Remember, it is important to describe in your application's narrative your plan for removing the vehicle permanently from active emergency response service. 

If you receive a grant, you will be required to document how you removed the vehicle from service.    
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Now, a close match between your request and the AFG funding priorities is essential to getting a grant award. Vehicle priorities can change from year to year, so be sure to read the current AFG Program Guidance and Application Kit before starting your vehicle application. You can find this document at www.fema.gov/firegrants.

The main types of vehicles that are eligible for awards are: 

•
Pumpers 

•
Ambulances

•
Aerials/Quints

•
Tanker/Tenders

•
Brush-vehicles, and

•
Rescue vehicles.

Again, read the current AFG Program Guidance to match your needs to the current funding priorities, which may change somewhat from year to year.

Funding priorities vary according to the type of community served.  Some types of vehicles are high priorities in one community and lower in another community. And because of the great demand for high-priority vehicles, few requests for medium- or low-priority vehicles can be funded.   You must read the current AFG Program Guidance to identify the high priority vehicles for your type of community.  

To be eligible for award, all vehicles requested, whether new, used, or refurbished, must meet the applicable National Fire Protection Association, or NFPA, standards. These standards are explained in the latest AFG Program Guidance.  You need to cite the specific standards your requested vehicle will meet in your application's narrative. 

The AFG bases its funding decisions on the evaluation criteria and funding priorities stated in the AFG Program Guidance combined with consideration of other factors based on data drawn from your application.  

The narrative sections of your application are critical to getting an award.  Remember, peer reviewers will use these narratives as part of their evaluation of your application. You want to reinforce the strong points of your application in your narrative.  If there are any specific facts that you want peer reviewers to consider when evaluating your application, then you must put those in your narrative statement.  Your goal is to give reviewers a complete and compelling picture of your department's needs.BREAK

Let's look at some evaluation criteria reviewers will use as they read and score your narrative statements and application.  One criterion is the proposed vehicle project and budget.  Here are examples of the types of information you should cover in the narrative on this topic:

•
A detailed description of the vehicle.

•
Why the vehicle is needed in terms of operational needs-Will it fill an important gap in your department's fleet?  

•
Your department's unique financial need, which explains why your department can't obtain vehicle funds elsewhere, and 

•
The vehicle's cost 

You also should provide a list of the additional costs, such as 

--the formal driver-operator training program 

-- physical exams required as part of the formal training

--additional equipment needed for the  vehicle,

--any extended warranty, and

--transportation to inspect the vehicle if it's being built some distance away, and so on.

When you're creating your grant budget, remember that you are competing for funding.  Stick to the basics and request what will enable your department to meet current standards.  If your grant will remove an unsafe vehicle from active emergency response service, be sure to certify that by answering the specific question in the application.  Then, in the narrative, explain your specific plan for removing the vehicle from service. 

You'll also be scored on financial need.  Here you want to provide details about why your organization can't afford to buy the vehicle without the grant. This means explaining your organization's budget and annual sources of income, including all fund-raising activities. Reviewers will want to know where most of your funding comes from.  What efforts have you made to raise vehicle funds and what were the results? Your efforts tell reviewers that you're serious about raising money and won't rely solely on Federal funds to meet your organization's needs.   
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Explain your cost benefit.  This means ensuring that your budget and plan are reasonable and are based on getting the best value at the best price.  If you have automatic or mutual aid agreements with other communities, give details about how the requested vehicle will make a difference.  Custom-designed vehicles tend to cost more, so stick to a basic apparatus design that meets your basic need.   Remember to explain the NFPA vehicle standards that the requested vehicle will meet.  

Tell the reviewers how the grant will have an effect on your daily operations.  While the majority of your score lies in what you're applying for, another critical factor is whether the grant-funded vehicle will fill a crucial need or gap in your department's fleet.  There's more benefit to replacing a frontline emergency vehicle in poor condition than replacing a second- or third-line vehicle in similar condition.

Explain how the grant will affect positively your department's ability to protect life and property in your region. How will it enhance firefighter safety?
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We've talked about the high priorities for vehicle funding and the evaluation criteria.  Here are some tips for completing the vehicle grant application.

Read each application question slowly and think about it carefully before answering.   

For the "multiple choice" questions, in which you select a response from a drop-down menu, be sure to read each of the options listed and think about which one best reflects your situation.  Then be sure to explain the response you chose in your narrative.  The answers to all of these questions will impact your score. 
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An accurate vehicle inventory is critical to your score and the success of your application.  The vehicle inventory is where you must list all emergency vehicles your department owns or has on order. For each vehicle, you must provide the age or year of manufacture and number of years in service.  This inventory gives reviewers a picture of your entire vehicle fleet which helps them see where your request will fit into your department.  So be sure to take your time and complete the Vehicle Inventory correctly, ensuring all numbers are accurate.  

Your region may use a different name for some types of vehicles, but don't get hung up on terminology.  Use the vehicle names provided in the AFG Program Guidance and in the application request screens. These names reflect NFPA 1901 and 1906 standards.  They also help reviewers understand your vehicle status and needs, compared to the AFG priorities.   

For example, the "pumper" category includes 

Pumpers

 Engines

 Pumper-Tankers (which carry a minimum of 300 gallons of water and have pumping capacities of at least 750 gallons per minute)

 and Urban Type One Interface vehicles.    

The Tanker/Tender category includes just tanker-tenders, carrying at least 1,000 gallons of water, with maximum pumping capacities of 750 gallons per minute.

If you have more than one vehicle of the same type, list them together in your vehicle inventory.  For example, if your department owns two pumpers, list those two together, being sure to enter each vehicle's correct age, pumping capacity, etc.  Then list all ambulances you own, all tankers, and so on.  Be sure to provide the most accurate data possible on each vehicle.  All data will be factored into the evaluation of your request as well as the average age of all vehicles in your fleet.

Once you have compiled the vehicle inventory, read it over and see if any obvious questions jump out.  Those same questions may also occur to reviewers, so be sure to answer those questions in your narrative.
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A formal driver-operator training program is critical to success in obtaining a vehicle grant.  The AFG will not award grants to departments that do not plan to have the necessary training program in place before the vehicle is delivered.  These programs ensure that drivers are competent to drive firefighting apparatus.  If you already have a driver-operator training program, or obtain the training from another source, describe the program in your narrative. How will it enable your members to meet the driver competencies required in NFPA 1002?  

The good news is that if you don't have a driver-operator training plan now, you can request funds to start one in your grant application. You would enter the costs of the program, including the requisite physical exams, in the "Additional Funding" section of your application.  

Another factor that will be used to evaluate your application is whether you need the requested vehicle to meet the current or new risks in your department's area of responsibility. For example, if new high-rise office buildings or new housing subdivisions were built recently in your community, these reflect new risks. Explain the risks-new and current - and how the requested vehicle will respond to these risks.

If you need to buy a certain class of vehicle for the first time - say, a brush truck, you don't necessarily have to show that there is a NEW risk involved IF your department has a history of fighting brush fires with current apparatus.

Finally, additional consideration will be given to factors like, 

•
Automatic aid and mutual aid agreements,

•
Call volume, and 

•
Population served.

Answer the questions in the application honestly and thoroughly.  Don't try to guess what you think is the best answer because there are multiple factors involved in the decision to award a grant;  it's the combination of factors that determines awards.
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Okay, there are mistakes that are made way too often on AFG applications and they can sink your entire effort.  Let's look at several of them.

Requesting a vehicle that is not a high priority for your community is a common mistake. Because of the great demand for funding of high-priority vehicles, few requests for medium or low priority vehicles ever receive funding.  

Here's another common mistake.  If you are claiming on your application that your vehicle is unsafe, don't forget to explain your plan to remove the unsafe vehicle from service. 

 Also, you must explain your plan to meet the driver-operator training requirement.  

Another area that hurts applicants' chances is failing to provide compelling operational and financial reasons why your department needs the grant. 

Another common error?  Providing data in the vehicle inventory that doesn't match the information in the narrative.  Or having budget figures that do not add up or conflict with other data.  Make sure all your information is both correct and consistent throughout your application.

Finally, failing to have a trusted colleague read your application before submitting it is a mistake.  Ask them to review your entire application for accuracy and to make sure that you have provided the details needed to communicate effectively your department's need for the grant.  

Because there are so few grants available and so many applying, getting one is like making it to the pros in sports.  Only a few of the thousands going for it are going to make it.  But, it's worth the time and effort to go for it.  Making it requires that you work hard and excel.  The reward is worth getting it right.  

If you have questions about any of the information in this video, don't hesitate to call the AFG Help Desk at 1-866-274-0960; or visit our website at www.fema.gov/firegrants 

