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This request is for OMB review and  approval of a renewal collection of information necessary for the Higher Blends Infrastructure Incentive Program (HBIIP).

The purpose of the HBIIP is to significantly increase the sales and use of higher blends of  ethanol and biodiesel. HBIIP is intended to encourage a more comprehensive approach to marketing higher blends by sharing the costs related to building and/or retrofitting biofuel-related infrastructure.

Justification

1.  Explain the circumstances that make the collection of information necessary.

The Rural Business-Cooperative Service (RBCS or the Agency), a Rural Development agency of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), announced the availability of approximately $450 million, under section 22003 of the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022, in competitive grants to eligible entities for activities designed to expand the sales and use of renewable fuels under the Higher Blends Infrastructure Incentive Program (HBIIP). Cost-share grants of up to 75 percent of total eligible project costs, but not more than $5 million, are made available to assist transportation fueling facilities and fuel distribution facilities with converting to higher blend friendly status for ethanol (i.e., greater than 10 percent ethanol) and biodiesel (greater than 5 percent biodiesel) by sharing the costs related to the installation, and/or retrofitting, and/ or otherwise upgrading of fuel dispenser or pumps and related equipment, storage tank system components, and other required infrastructure. All applicants are responsible for expenses incurred in developing their applications.

HBIIP is intended to encourage a more comprehensive approach to marketing higher blends biofuels by sharing the costs related to building out biofuel-related infrastructure. To be eligible for this program, a project’s sole purpose must be to assist transportation fueling and biodiesel distribution facilities with converting to higher ethanol and biodiesel blend friendly status by sharing the costs related to the installation, and/or retrofitting, and/or otherwise upgrading of fuel storage, dispenser/pumps, related equipment, and infrastructure. An eligible project must conform to all applicable Federal, State and local regulatory requirements. 
        
 A Targeted Assistance Goal is also established for applicants (owners) owning the fewest number of transportation fueling station/locations (and owning at least one). Approximately 50 percent of funds will be made available for activities/investments related to upgrading or installing higher blends of fuel ethanol and/or biodiesel.  The Agency expects this Targeted Assistance to be exhausted by applicants owning 10 fueling stations/locations or fewer.
  
This policy goal is rooted in Agency experience and borne out by several comments submitted to the RFI (85 FR 2699).  Approximately 80 percent of fuel sales in the U.S. is sold by convenience store owners.  Moreover, about 58 percent of the stores selling fuel in the U.S. are “single store owners.”  A significant majority of HB fuel is currently sold/dispensed by large retail convenience store chains located in the Midwest and along the East Coast of the U.S., due in part because these are the types of businesses and locations with the highest densities of HB fueling infrastructure.  The Agency established this Targeted Assistance Goal as a means to distribute a portion of program funds among a greater number of business owners and perhaps indirectly, across a broader geographic region, that may not otherwise participate.  There is an underlying expectation that owners/participants located in underserved areas today will be positioned as HB fuel market leaders of tomorrow.

 2.  Indicate how, by whom and for what purpose the information is to be used.  Except for new collections indicate the actual use the Agency has made of the information received from the current collection.

Pursuant to section 22003 of the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 (Pub. L. 117–169), RBCS will collect information to determine whether participants meet the eligibility requirements to be a recipient of grant funds, project eligibility, conduct the technical evaluation, calculate a priority score, rank and compete the application, as applicable, in order to be considered.  Lack of adequate information to make the determination could result in the improper administration and appropriation of Federal grant funds.

Applications must be submitted electronically using the secure-server portal https://higherblendsgrants-apply.rd.usda.gov.  No other form of application will be accepted.  

Eligible applicants include owners of transportation fueling, and fuel distribution facilities located in the United States. Eligible entities would include fueling stations, convenience stores, hypermarket fueling stations, fleet facilities, and similar entities with equivalent capital investments, as well as biodiesel terminal operations and heating oil distribution facilities or equivalent entities.         

There are two different eligible activities an applicant can apply for grant funds: (1) For Higher Blend Implementation Activities related to Transportation Fueling Facilities and (2) For Higher Blend Implementation Activities related to Fuel Distribution Facilities.  The HBIIP Application is comprised of the same collection instruments as follows:  


BURDEN AND REPORTING REQUIREMENTS ACCOUNTED FOR
 UNDER THIS COLLECTION PACKAGE

NON-FORMS

HBIIP Project Technical Report with Matching Funds Certification - is a detailed narrative used in the pre-award phase to be submitted concurrently with the HBIIP Application.

HBIIP Project Worksheet with Priority Scoring Criteria, Transportation Fueling Facilities – Used in the pre-award phase intended to be a fill in form completed in the online application system.

The Technical Report to apply for grant funds under the HBIIP Fueling Station Projects or the HBIIP Biofuel Distribution Facility Projects must include: (a) Qualifications of project team; (b) Agreements, permits, and certifications for Environmental Information; (c) Resource assessment; (d) Design and engineering; (e) Project development schedule; (f) Project economic assessment; (g) Equipment procurement; (h) Equipment installation; (i) Certification of Matching Funds; and (j) SF 424D, Assurances-Construction Programs.
(Note: The burden for the Request for Environmental Information (Cleared Under OMB Docket No. 0575-0197) and the SF 424D, Assurances-Construction Programs (Approved under OMB Docket No. 4040-0009) are accounted for under other OMB Docket Numbers and not included in this collection, although they are part of the HBIIP Project Technical Report.)

HBIIP Project Technical Report with Matching Funds Certification - is a detailed narrative used in the pre-award phase to be submitted concurrently with the HBIIP Application.

Evidence of Compliance with Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006. In accordance with 2 CFR part 25, applicants must register in the System for Award Management (SAM) prior to filing an application and complete all government-wide representations and certifications at https://www.sam.gov.  The SAM registration must remain active, with current information, during the time an entity has an application under consideration by an agency or has an active Federal award.

After grant approval and through grant completion, grantees will be required to provide the following, as indicated in the Grant Agreement:
 
Semi-Annual Report Written Non-Form project performance report will be required on a semiannual basis (due 30 working days after end of the semiannual period). For the purposes of this grant, semiannual periods end on March 31st and September 30th. The project performance reports shall include the elements prescribed in the grant agreement.

Final Reports

· A final project and financial status report within 90 days after the expiration or termination of the grant, or as otherwise specified in 2 CFR 200.343 “Closeout”. Final status report

· Provide outcome project performance reports and final deliverables. Annual Sales and volume data 5 years after the report.

FORMS APPROVED UNDER OTHER OMB DOCKET NUMBERS – NOT COMMON FORMS – BURDEN COUNTED IN TOTALS

Written – “Environmental Review Documents,” (Cleared Under OMB Docket No. 0575-0197) For the Agency to consider an application, the application must include all environmental review documents with supporting documentation in accordance with 7 CFR part 1970. Any required environmental review must be completed prior to the obligation of funds or the approval of the application. Applicants are advised to contact the Agency to determine environmental requirements as soon as practicable to ensure adequate review time.

Form RD 4280-4, “Letter of Conditions,” (Approved under OMB Docket No. 0570-0035) – Letter from the Agency to the applicant (i.e. recipient) that has received approval for funds subject to the terms and conditions set forth in the letter.

Form RD 1940–1, ‘‘Request for Obligation of Funds,” (Approved under OMB Docket No.  0570-0061 and 0570-0062) - The reservation of funds with the obligation date inserted as required by the agreement between the recipient and Agency.

Form RD 1942–46, ‘‘Letter of Intent to Meet Conditions,” (Approved under
OMB Docket No. 0575-0015, 0570-0021, 0570-0061, 0570-0062 and 0572-0137) - Used to confirm the intent of the recipient to meet the conditions as required by the program for their application to receive further consideration.

Form RD 4280-2, Rural Business-Cooperative Service Financial Assistance 
Agreement,” (Cleared Under OMB Docket No. 0570-0050) – This is the Grant Agreement between the Recipient and Rural Business-Cooperative Service.

COMMON FORMS – APPROVED UNDER OTHER OMB NUMBERS 
For reporting purposes only – Burden not counted in Average Yearly Total.

SF 271, ‘‘Outlay Report and Request for Reimbursement,’’ (OMB Docket No. 4040-0012)  Grant recipients will submit SF 271 for disbursement of grant funds.  RUS uses it to approve the disbursement.  The use of this form complies with OMB Circular A-110.

SF 424, “Application for Federal Assistance,” (Common Form approved under 4040-0004) Used by Applicants in the pre-award phase as a required cover sheet for applications submitted for the HBIIP grants.  The application is an official form required for all Federal grants and requests basic information about the applicant and the proposed project.  This common form is submitted as part of the application.

SF 424C, “Budget Information - Construction Programs,” (Common Form Approved under OMB Docket No. 4040-0008) Used in the pre-award phase by applicants only in construction grant applications and repair, renovation, and modernization grant applications

SF 424D, “Assurances for Construction Programs.” (Common Form Approved under OMB Docket No. 4040-0009) Used to confirm that the applicant has legal authority to apply for Federal assistance and will comply with all applicable requirements and statutes.  

SF–425, ‘‘Federal Financial Report,’’ (Common Form Approved under OMB Docket No. 4040-
0014) - Grant recipients must report the status of grant funds on SF-425 on a quarterly basis.  The use of this form complies with OMB circular A-110. The project performance report summarizes the project’s progress for the quarter and supports expenditures claimed.  

Written - Transparency Act Reporting, (Cleared Under OMB Docket No. 3090-0292) All recipients of Federal financial Assistance are required to report information about first tier sub awards and executive compensation in accordance with 2 CFR part 170. If an applicant does not have an exception under 2 CFR 170.110(b), the applicant must then ensure that they have the necessary processes and systems in place to comply with the reporting requirements to receive funding.

System for Award Management (SAM) Registration Representation and Certifications

These forms are not specifically required in the regulation as such the hours are not counted in the totals; however, the information contained in them is provided and certified to as part of the System for Award Management (SAM) Registration Representation and Certifications.

Form AD-1047, “Certification Regarding Debarment, Suspension, and Other Responsibility Matters - Primary Covered Transactions” or other written documentation” (OMB No. 0505-0027).  This form certifies that the grantee is not presently debarred, suspended, or voluntarily excluded from covered transactions by any Federal department or agency. 

Form AD-1048, “Certification Regarding Debarment, Suspension, Ineligibility and Voluntary Exclusion - Lower Tier Covered Transactions” or other written documentation” (OMB No. 0505-0027).  This form, submitted by the grantee, certifies that lower tier participants are not presently debarred, suspended, proposed for debarment, declared ineligible, or voluntarily excluded from participation by any Federal department or agency. 

Form AD-1049, “Certification Regarding Drug-Free Workplace Requirements (Grants) Alternative I - For Grantees Other Than Individuals” (OMB No. 0505-0027). This form identifies activities the grantee must carry-out to ensure a drug-free workplace as well as providing a certification to their compliance.  

SF-424B, “Assurances – Non-Construction Programs”.  (OMB No. 4040-0007).  This is the standard form RD signed by applicants to provide assurances that they will meet certain requirements of OMB Circular A-102.  This form is specific to projects with no construction component.  This form is not specifically required in the regulation; however, the information is provided and certified to as part of the System for Award Management (SAM) Registration Representation and Certifications.


3.  Describe whether, and to what extent, the collection of information involves the use of automated, electronic, mechanical, or other technological collection techniques or other forms of information technology, e.g. permitting electronic submission of responses, and the basis for the decisions for adopting this means of collection.  Also describe any consideration of information technology to reduce burden.

In order to be considered for funds under the HBIIP, applications must be deemed complete and be received by the secure server/portal address
https://higherblendsgrants-apply.rd.usda.gov by the specified deadline. 

The HBIIP online application, “Project Worksheet with Priority Scoring Criteria for Transportation Fueling Stations/Facilities,” is interactive and designed to indicate an applicant’s priority score based on -- HBIIP activities (e.g., fuel dispensers, related equipment and infrastructure installations), Administrator’s geographic diversity priorities, Targeted Assistance Goals (for owners of 10 fueling stations or fewer), and the amount of requested funds.  Applicants may directly influence their priority score by the activities they select in the worksheet and by the amount of grant funds they request.
     

4.  Describe efforts to identify duplication.  Show specifically why similar information already available cannot be used or modified for use for the purposes described in Item 2 above.

There is no duplication of information. 


5.  Methods to minimize burden on small businesses or other small entities (Item 5 of OMB Form 83-I), describe any methods to minimize burden.

Information to be collected is in a format designed to minimize the paperwork burden on small businesses and other small entities.  The Agency is reasonably confident that by establishing the 50 percent targeted assistance for owners of 10 fueling stations or fewer, that the firms most likely to be successful at obtaining the targeted funds are relatively more likely to overlap with small businesses by the SBA definition than applicants in general.  The Agency has deemed therefore, to use this 50 percent of funds in targeted assistance as a proxy for the likely portion of small business applicants. The information collected is the minimum needed by the Agency to approve awards and monitor participant performance.


6.  Describe the consequences to Federal program or policy activities if the collection is not conducted or conducted less frequently, as well as any technical or legal obstacles to reducing burden.

The Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) requires the minimum information needed to determine whether an applicant for the HBIIP is competitive for Federal assistance, reporting requirements, and mid-year reports. Failure to collect proper information could result in improper determinations of eligibility or improper use of funds. This minimum reporting of information is necessary for the RBCS to administer HBIIP in an equitable and cost-effective manner. For the remaining information collected as indicated, USDA has exercised discretion that the information is needed to appropriately award grants or loans for the program.

7.  Explain any special circumstances that would cause an information collection to be conducted in a manner:

a) Requiring respondents to report information more frequently than quarterly.  There are no information collection requirements that require information more frequently than quarterly.
b) Requiring written responses in less than 30 days.  There are no information collection requirements that require written responses in less than 30 days.
c) Requiring more than an original and two copies.  There are no information collection requirements that require more than an original or single copy of a document.
d) Requiring respondents to retain records for more than 3 years.  There are no such requirements.
e) No utilizing statistical sampling.  There are no such requirements.
f) Requiring the use of statistical sampling which has not been reviewed and approved by OMB.  There are no such requirements.
g) Requiring the pledge of confidentiality.  There are no such requirements.
h) Requiring submission of propriety trade secrets.  There are no such requirements.


8.  Describe efforts to consult with persons outside the Agency to obtain their view on the availability of data, frequency of collection, the clarity of instructions and record keeping, disclosure, or reporting format (if any), and on data elements to be recorded, disclosed, or reported.

ONEOK, Inc.
ONEOK Plaza
100 West Fifth Street
Tulsa, OK 74103
918-588-7000

Sapp Bros. Petroleum
120 Marquis Avenue
P.O. Box 249
York, ME 
402-362-3333

Buckeye Partners
One Greenway Plaza, Suite 600
Houston, TX 77046
610-904-4000

Alt-fuel grant writer
678-824-5333

All individuals contacted indicated that the amount of paperwork was in line with the type of projects funded. All appreciated the availability of information on the program and that the website was a good resource. Reporting format information was clear, although some additional information on the topic would be appreciated, and reporting burden was not excessive. 

The 60-day notice requesting public comment on this collection of information was included in the HBIIP NOFA that published in the Federal Register on June 18, 2024 (89 FR 51494). No substantive comments were received by the Agency.

9.  Explain any decision to provide any payment or gift to respondents.

There is no payment made nor gift given to respondents.


10.  Describe any assurance of confidentiality provided to the respondents and the basis for the assurance in statute, regulation, or Agency policy.

No assurance of confidentially is provided.  Requests for release of records and information are processed in accordance with the Privacy Act of 1974.  The Agency System of Records (SORN) entitled "USDA/RD-1 Current or Prospective Producers or Landowners, Applicants, Borrowers, Grantees, Tenants, and other participants in RD programs"  was published on May 14, 2019 at 84 CFR 21315.



11.  Provide additional justification for any question of a sensitive nature, such as sexual behavior and attitudes, religious beliefs, and other matters that are commonly considered private.

The information collected under NOFO is financial in nature.  As a condition for the receipt of federal grant funds, RBCS will handle financial information as part of the business operations.  However, the information is required to properly administer federal funds.

12.  Provide estimates of the hour burden of the collection of information.

The burden for the HBIIP collection of information includes both the upfront one-time application and the on-going reporting, which will include semi-annual, and annual reporting. The reporting may include additional reports for projects that run longer.  So, the estimate of the annual burden and costs reflects the average of the one-time and the annual information collection activities.  These estimates were prepared based on the variety of forms and other information collection methods that will be used by the RBCS. 
	
Public reporting burden for this collection of information is estimated to average 8.03 hours per response.

Respondents:  Owners of transportation fueling, and fuel distribution facilities located in the United States.
Estimated Number of Respondents:  641
Estimated Number of Responses per Respondent: 16.34
Estimated Number of Responses:  10,477
Estimated Total Annual Burden (hours) on Respondents:  84,177  

* Breakdown of recipient types expected to be awarded grant funds:
  398 respondents with (1-10 fueling stations)                      
  115 respondents with (11-70 fueling stations) 
   15 respondents with (fleet facilities)                    
   78 respondents with (fuel distribution facilities)                        
 606 TOTAL Award Recipients 

Cost estimates are based on experience and discussion with program staff. Primary individuals for a grant respondent (applicant) would typically be a manager, earning the median of $48.69 per hour plus benefits of 29.6% for total compensation of $63.10. (Refer to Wage Estimates Data Source below.)

Wage Estimates Data Source: 
· May 2023 National Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, United States; Bureau of Labor Statistics, https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm/#11-0000.  Find Occupation Code 11-1021, General and Operations Managers. Refer to Median hourly wage.  
· Benefits are estimated at 29.6% based on Bureau of Labor Statistics “Employer Costs for Employee Compensation Summary” dated March 13, 2024 at Employer Costs for Employee Compensation Summary - 2023 Q04 Results (bls.gov)


13.  Provide an estimate of the total annual cost burden to respondents or record keepers resulting from the collection of information.

There are no capital and start-up costs involved with this collection. There are no requirements for respondents to report information other than what is project specific and associated with specific funding applications. Once a request for financial assistance has been approved, grantees will be required to provide information that is required of them, as indicated in the Grant Agreement.  Additional information is information the applicant would have available and would not be expected to recreate and, only requested under limited situations where formal mitigations measures have been required.


14.  Provide estimates of annualized cost to the Federal Government.

Agency employees provide guidance and assistance to applicants and awardees in obtaining and reporting the information needed.  In addition, they will ensure information provided is complete and accurate, and to reduce the time it takes an applicant and awardee to gather and submit the required information.  Lastly, employees review the information provided to effectively administer federal grant funds according to applicable rules and regulations. 

Calculations are rounded. The cost to the Government is broken down as follows:
	
	Activity
	Number of applications 
	No. of Review hours per application  
	Total Review  Hours 
	Rate – Median Income plus Benefits
	Total Costs


	Step 1: 
Application Review 
(Includes the following activities:
1) eligibility
2) compliance
3) completeness 
	641
	2





	1,282








	$84.71





	$108,598.22
_______
 

	Step 2: 
Evaluation Process 
Includes the following activities:
1) review of eligible
    applications
2) priority scoring
3) determine funding
    priority
4) awardee selection.

	577





64

	4





4
	2,308





256
	$100.10





$63.10 X 6 contractors
	$231,030.80





$96,921.60
_____






	Step 3:
Post Award: Includes the following activities)
1) Advance of funds
2) Review of Semi-
    Annual reports
3) Servicing
4) Grant closing
5) Annual Audit
    review 
	606
	10


	6,060
	$84.71
	$513,342.50


	Post Award:
Record Keeping
	606
	2
(2 hrs. x 3 reports)
	3,636
	$84.71
	$308,005.56
________


	TOTAL Annual Cost to the Federal Government
	
	
	
	
	$1,257,898.68



The annualized cost to the Federal Government is estimated to be $1,257,898.68. The method used to estimate cost was to rely on the estimated amount of time the national office program staff is expected to spend on each component of the program. The Office of Personnel and Management GS wage rate tables for 2024 are used to estimate the wage rates for each type of Agency function. Wage rates are adjusted to include 36.25% for employee benefits.

Step 1: Application process - is completed by a GS-13, Step 4 in the Washington-Baltimore-Arlington, DC-MD-VA-WV-PA locality area $62.17 hr. plus benefits for a total of $84.71 per hour. 

Step 2: Evaluation process – Approximately 10% of the evaluations are completed by approximately six (6) contractors at $48.69 plus benefits of 29.6% for total compensation of $63.10 per hour. (See Wage Estimates Data Source for more details). The balance of the reviews are completed by a GS-14, Step 4 in the Washington-Baltimore-Arlington, DC-MD-VA-WV-PA locality area $73.47 hr. plus benefits for a total of $100.10.

Step 3: Post-Award stage - is completed by a GS-13, Step 4 in the Washington-Baltimore-Arlington, DC-MD-VA-WV-PA locality area $62.17 hr. plus benefits for a total of $84.71 per hour.

Cost per hour for government employees is derived from the OPM GS Wage Table, January, 2024 at  SALARY TABLE 2024-DCB (opm.gov)

Cost per hour for contractors is derived from the Wage Estimates Data Source: May 2023 National Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, United States; Bureau of Labor Statistics, https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm/#11-0000. Find Occupation Code 11-1021, General and Operations Managers. Refer to Median hourly wage.


15.  Explain the reason for any program changes or adjustments reported in Items 13 or 14 of the OMB Form 83-I.

There was a significant increase in the number of applicants that actually applied for funds vs. the  anticipated number of applicants.  Also, there are changes in estimate calculations for the amount of time it was expected to take a respondent to complete certain requirements.  The estimates in this collection are based on actual values since the implementation of the program vs. estimates provided prior to implementation. 

In this collection, there are 641 total respondents which is an increase of 520 from the previous collection of 121 estimated respondents. The total number of burden hours increased for this collection by 74,875 to a total of 84,177 burden hours from the previous collection of 9,302 burden hours.   

16.  For collection of information whose results will be published, outline plans for the tabulation and publication.

RBCS has no such plans.


17.  If seeking approval to not display the expiration date for the OMB approval of information collection, explain the reasons that display would be inappropriate.

Burden associated with this information collection is in a non-form format. RBCS does not control the printing of the forms cleared in the other information collection packages, so therefore, no such approval is requested.


18.  Explain each exception statement to the certification statement identified in Items 19 and 20 on OMB Form 83-I.

RBCS is able to certify compliance with all provisions under Item 19 of OMB Form 83-I.


19.  Explain how this information collection relates to the Secretary of Agriculture’s Service Center Implementation Team initiative.

This information collection is not related to the Service Centers as they are not involved in the administration of HBIIP. 

# # #
2

