General Instructions for Preparation

 Of VA Merit Review Applications to CSR&D and BLR&D

(Revised 12/8/08)
This document is intended to assist in the preparation of a proposal submitted to VACO for Merit Review funding. The Research Office can provide more information about the manner in which proposals are reviewed, assigned to subcommittees, etc upon request.

This document is organized into several sections, beginning with general information and then including specific information on proposal preparation. If questions arise regarding any portion of these instructions, please contact the research office.

General Information

VACO is organized into multiple services.  These instructions refer to Merit Review applications to Biomedical Laboratory Research & Development Service (BLR&D) and Clinical Science Research & Development Service (CSR&D). They are distinguished as follows:

CSR&D evaluates any research that focuses on an intact human being as the unit of examination. For example, interventional and effectiveness studies, clinical epidemiology and technological studies on an intact human being, such as neuroimaging, are covered by CSR&D, but not procedures for obtaining biological samples, such as drawing blood, buccal swabs, etc. 

BLR&D evaluates any research that explores basic biological/physiological principles in human specimens or animals, not involving an intact human being as the unit of examination. BLR&D purview includes laboratory studies, both in vitro and in vivo, including tissue culture and animal models, and well as studies on human biological specimens.

The due dates in VA Central Office are March 15th and September 15th, but local deadlines have been established to allow sufficient time for review by outside scientific experts, the Research and Development (R&D) Committee and the Medical Center Director. Complete Merit Review proposals are now due in the Research Office March 8th for funding on October 1st and September 8th for funding on April 1st the following year. The local deadlines also ensure accurate processing and data transmission, and allow for correction of errors in the electronic submission process.  

Requests requiring a Letter of Intent

Central Office requires that permission to request any of the following be obtained prior to submission of a full application:  

· Request for eligibility determination to submit a Merit Review.
· An off-site waiver for the PI to perform any portion of the research in non-VA space.
· To request more than $50,000 to purchase equipment.

· To exceed an annual budget of $150,000 excluding PI salary and equipment.  
Letters of intent for the final three items are required in VA Central Office two months prior to full application submission (i.e., January 15th and July 15th).  Instructions for submitting for any of these three requests will be provided upon request.
Preparing to Submit a Full Application
The Merit Review submission process consists of several components: submitting items to the Research Office for committee review, completion of forms in the electronic application package, and writing the proposal text. The following guidelines give information on how to prepare each component.

A Merit Review Calendar is generated for each submission cycle noting when various components are due. The local deadlines which have been established are necessary in order to allow time for accurate preparation and review of items such as the letter of support from the Medical Center Director and review by the Research & Development Committee, as well as processing in preparation of the completed electronic application. Please see the Merit Review Calendar for a breakdown of when each required item is due. The Merit Review Calendar can be found at:

http://www.visn20.med.va.gov/portland/research/word-documents/merit-review/calendar-mr.doc

Electronic Submission of Proposals
VACO has partnered with the NIH to receive and review grants electronically.  The entire application is submitted electronically over the internet using Grants.gov and eRA.  There are two sets of instructions on completing the electronic application package: a general set of instructions titled the SF-424 (Grants.gov VA-ORD Application Guide SF-424 R&R) and a service specific Request for Proposal (RFP) which provides more detailed instructions on preparing the application for that VACO service.  Both sets of instructions must be carefully read and followed.  When the two sets of instructions do not agree, the RFP should be followed.  The most current SF-424 and the RFP are sent to each investigator who indicates that they will be submitting a merit review for a given round by the Research Office, and additional guidance is also provided at that time on how to download and complete the application package.  These instructions provide some tips on how to complete the application package, but the RFP and SF-424 should be considered the final word in how to complete the application package.


Submitting information for the Research & Development Committee

Prior to submission of a proposal to VACO, the proposal narrative and specific information regarding the use of humans and/or animals must be reviewed and approved by the Research & Development Committee.  A draft of the complete narrative, with the sections regarding the use of humans and/or animals in final form, must be submitted to the Research Office for R&D Committee review by the deadline on the Merit Review Calendar. The Research Office will also have the Veterinary Medical Officer and/or the Institutional Review Board staff/members review the applicable section, to ensure comprehensive coverage of the required elements. Specific requirements for the narrative regarding the use of humans and/or animals are detailed later in this document. There are no requirements for a separate section on the use of biohazards, however, it is expected that this will be addressed in the body of the narrative. Investigators are encouraged to contact the research office grants administration staff with questions.

Tip Sheet for Completing the Electronic Application Package
In order to download the electronic application, the investigator must have the PureEdge viewer installed on his/her computer.  After indicating to the research office that they plan to submit a merit review, they will receive instructions on how to download PureEdge as well as how to download the appropriate application package (which is VA Service-specific).

The electronic application package is made up of several forms.  Here are some tips on completing each form, but the SF-424 guide and the RFP should be referenced for more complete instructions and additional guidance.

Research & Related Form (R&R)

Processing the Proposal

The completed electronic application must be submitted to Grants.gov by the Research Office.  Although the deadline for completed electronic applications appears in VACO information to be March 15th, there are several steps that the Research Office must take before the grant can be electronically submitted, including reviewing all forms and the budget, inserting the letters of support from the Research & Development Committee and the Medical Center Director, and correcting applications which were submitted but were found to have errors.  Therefore, the completed proposal should be submittedto the Research Office according by the March 8th or September 8th deadline (or following weekday if the 8th is on a weekend
After Submitting the Proposal

Once the proposal has been submitted, and the investigator has had an opportunity to get a good night’s sleep, it is wise to begin preparing the IACUC and/or IRB submission, as well as the administrative review. As there is now only 6 months between the time of submission and the time of funding, the Just in Time approvals from the appropriate subcommittees and the R&D Committee must be provided to VACO as soon as possible after being notified of a fundable score.  VACO does not fund grants retroactively if approvals are provided after the target funding start.

Disallowed Expenses
PERSONNEL

Increases over years to account for inflation or salary increases

Dishwashing aide

Summer Students

Graduate Students

EQUIPMENT

Office Furniture

SUPPLIES

Office supplies

OTHER 

Books and journals

“Charge-back costs”

Registration and travel to scientific meetings

Medical media/slid preparation/photography

Photocopying charges

Maintenance costs which are unjustified

Maintenance costs for core or shared equipment

Library computer searches

Word processing

Long distance phone charges

Cylinder demurrage charges

Communication costs

Radioisotope waste disposal

Biohazard waste disposal.
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