Selection Priorities for NPS Merit Review
NPS will evaluate and consider only those applications that separately address each of the merit review criteria. Each applicant is required to provide a detailed project narrative of the following criteria elements. It is highly recommended that the project narrative has sections labeled by criterion.
	Criterion 1 – Increasing Access to Outdoor Recreation Opportunities
5 total points

	To what extent does the project support the following priorities:
· Create or significantly enhance access to park and recreational opportunities in a qualifying area;
· Provide recreation opportunities in low income communities in which access to parks is not adequate to meet local needs;
· Develop Native American event sites and cultural gathering spaces;
· Increase safety in parks, including facility related security installations within or adjacent to public parks and recreation areas; or
· Develop recreational sites such as shooting sports facilities (archery ranges, skeet fields, safe shooting areas) that promote firearm safety and hunter education.


	Points
	Scoring Description

	5
	The project will significantly improve or create outdoor recreation access in a qualified area, directly advancing some or any of the purposes listed above. There is strong evidence that the project responds to a critical recreation access gap, particularly in a low-income area.

	3
	The project improves recreation access in a moderate or incremental way, or alignment with the above LWCF and ORLP goals is present but not strongly demonstrated.

	1
	Minimal alignment with listed goals; benefits are limited or unclear.


 
	Criterion 2 – Alignment with Community Needs
5 total points

	To what extent does the project:
· Provide opportunities for outdoor recreation and public land volunteerism;
· Engage and empower low‑income communities and youth;
· Provide employment or job training opportunities for youth or low‑income communities; or
· Support park and recreation programming provided by local governments, including cooperative agreements with community‑based eligible nonprofit organizations. 


	Points
	Scoring Description

	5
	The project demonstrates a strong, structured community engagement process that identified and incorporated residents’ needs into the overall project plan. The resulting project includes initiatives that expand economic opportunity for the community such as youth programs, job training opportunities, volunteer opportunities, and collaborative programming with local partners and nonprofits.

	3
	Some community engagement and youth/low‑income support is described, but the depth of the engagement efforts, or their incorporation into the project are moderate.

	1
	Minimal evidence of community engagement or empowerment.



	Criterion 3 – Leveraging Resources in Support of Recreation
5 total points

	To what extent does the project:
· Take advantage of coordination among various levels of government;
· Establish or expand public‑private partnerships, with a focus on leveraging resources; or
· Support innovative or cost‑effective ways to enhance parks and other recreation opportunities or the delivery of services. 

	Points
	Scoring Description

	5
	The project demonstrates strong multi‑level government coordination (e.g. alignment with a relevant Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP)), robust public‑private partnerships, and clear innovation or cost‑effectiveness in enhancing recreation services.

	3
	Coordination and partnership elements exist but are not well developed or only moderately contribute to overall project success.

	1
	Minimal coordination and no clear partnership or innovation strategy.



	Criterion 4 – Promoting Conservation and Ecological Benefits
5 total points

	To what extent does the project:
· Acquire land/water or interests that provide recreation and also:
· Support ESA‑listed species recovery;
· Reduce or eliminate habitat threats (ESA or candidate species);
· Address threats identified in a 12‑month petition finding; or
· Fulfill conservation strategies in a State Wildlife Action Plan;
· Create wetlands (subject to Safe Harbor Agreements) providing habitat, water quality improvements, flood mitigation, and outdoor recreation opportunities;
· Improve big‑game winter range and migration corridor habitat (per SO 3362);
· Invest in natural infrastructure for shoreline stabilization and habitat restoration; or
· Provide benefits such as community resilience, reduced heat islands, improved air/water quality, or wildlife habitat.


	Points
	Scoring Description

	5
	The project meaningfully incorporates conservation elements alongside recreation benefits (e.g. increased native vegetation, nature-based solutions, permeable surfaces, stormwater management, reduced heat islands, etc.), demonstrates environmental, ecological, and community resilience outcomes, and aligns with the LWCF and ORLP goals above.

	3
	Conservation elements are present but modest, or alignment with LWCF and ORLP goals is limited.

	1
	Minimal or no integration of conservation or ecological elements.



	Criterion 5 – Project Feasibility
5 total points

	To what extent does the project:
· Have a sound and reasonable project plan? 
· Have a clear, feasible, well-detailed budget, including a plan to meet the 1:1 match requirement and minimize administrative costs?
· Demonstrate the ability to complete the proposed scope of work and maintain the project in the long term.


	Points
	Scoring Description

	5
	Clear, reasonable plan; feasible budget; high likelihood of project success and meeting LWCF’s perpetuity requirement.

	3
	Moderate feasibility; some gaps in the overall project plan or budget.

	1
	Limited evidence of feasibility.


[bookmark: _Toc225941889]Review and Selection Process
This program reviews proposed budgets to ensure:
· figures are correct
· estimated costs are necessary and reasonable and clearly linked to project narratives
· avoid obviously unallowable costs
· identify costs requiring prior approval
· ensure indirect cost rates are applied correctly
· confirm cost sharing requirements are reflected in the budget.
· administrative costs do not exceed 7%, as required in the EXPLORE Act
Any deficiencies identified through this process may result in a reduced award.
This program reviews applications for potential overlap or duplication between the proposed project and any other funded or proposed project. Depending on the circumstances, DOI may choose to not make an award.
NPS personnel, and in some cases independent reviewers, will review all proposals. All proposals for funding will be considered using the criteria outlined above. A summary of the review panel comments may be provided to the applicant if requested.
A. Initial Review 
Prior to conducting the comprehensive merit review, an initial review will be performed to determine whether: (1) the applicant is eligible for an award; (2) the information required by the NOFO has been submitted; (3) all mandatory requirements of the NOFO are satisfied; (4) the proposed project is responsive to the program objectives of the NOFO (program determination); and (5) the proposed project is in compliance with all applicable executive and secretary orders, including the President’s EO on Ending Radical and Wasteful Government DEI Programs and Preferencing as well as the EO and SO on Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History. If an applicant fails to meet the requirements or objectives of the NOFO, or does not provide sufficient information for review, the applicant will be considered non-responsive and eliminated from further review.
B. Comprehensive Merit Review
All applications that pass the initial review will be eligible for the Comprehensive Merit Review. ORLP Review Panels, composed of independent reviewers with relevant expertise in parks and recreation, landscape architecture, public health, urban planning, community engagement, etc., will review and evaluate all eligible applications using the criteria outlined above. A summary of the review panel’s comments may be provided to the applicant if requested.
Each criteria element will be scored on a 0–5-point scale, where the following numerical ratings can be assigned: 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1. The scoring of each criterion must be based on the strengths and weaknesses of the application narrative. To assist in assigning an appropriate score, the following will be used as a general guideline, with more specific guidelines for each criterion outlined in the previous “Merit Criteria” section:
	Rating 
	Descriptive Statement

	5 Superior
	Applicant fully addresses all aspects of the criterion, convincingly demonstrates that it will meet the Government's performance requirements and demonstrates no weaknesses.

	4 Good
	Applicant fully addresses all aspects of the criterion, convincingly demonstrates a likelihood of meeting the Government's requirements, and demonstrates only a few minor weaknesses.

	3 Satisfactory
	Applicant addresses all aspects of the criterion and demonstrates the ability to meet the Government's performance requirements. The Application contains weaknesses and/or a number of minor weaknesses.

	2 Marginal
	Applicant addresses all aspects of the criterion and demonstrates the ability to meet the Government's performance requirements. The Application contains significant weaknesses and/or a significant number of minor weaknesses.

	1 Poor
	Applicant addresses some aspects of the criterion and demonstrates some doubt in the likelihood of successfully meeting the Government's requirements. Significant weaknesses are demonstrated and clearly outweigh any strength presented.


C. Selection
The Selection Official will consider the merit review panel recommendations, the amount of funds available, and the following program policy factors when making recommendations for funding:
1. Geographic distribution
2. Distribution of funding to a range of program objectives
3. Range of project types, sizes, and partners represented
4. Lower relative administrative costs
D. Discussions and Award
The Government may enter into discussions with a selected applicant for any reason deemed necessary, including, but not limited to: (1) only a portion of the application is selected for award; (2) the Government needs additional information to determine that the applicant is capable of complying with the requirements of the Department of Interior (DOI) Financial Assistance Regulations, and/or (3) additional specific terms and conditions are required. Failure to satisfactorily resolve the issues identified by the Government may preclude award to the applicant.
Selected applicants have one year from the date of their notification of selection to finalize a grant agreement with the NPS. 
Selected applicants must meet with NPS staff for an orientation session regarding the requirements and steps for finalizing a grant agreement. This process includes reviews for compliance with federal laws, most notably the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). If these reviews reveal features of the project that affect its eligibility or viability, the NPS will not be able to make the award. 
The following table provides examples of the documentation required to finalize a grant agreement with the NPS. Note that exact requirements will depend on the project and current program policy. Applicants are encouraged to start compiling these items as soon as possible after selection.  
	REQUIRED AFTER SELECTION – Within 1 year

	Revisions to original application documents 

	LWCF Boundary Map

	LWCF Program Specific Documentation – after selection documentation will be determined with NPS.

	Proof of Ownership – typically includes parcel maps, deeds, title reports, leases, etc.

	National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) Documentation - documentation will be determined with NPS to complete NHPA consultation. These often include Cultural Resource Surveys, APE Description, etc.

	National Environmental Preservation Act (NEPA) Documentation - documentation will be determined with NPS to complete the NEPA process. These often include state/local environmental review documents, threatened & endangered species report, federal permits, etc.

	Appraisal and Appraisal Review - must meet Federal Award Requirements and may include additional requests for documentation like a parcel map.

	Site Development Plan


Additional items may be required in the award negotiation process. 

