
Discretionary Grants 
The Administrative Process 
& Best Practices  
FHWA Iowa Divisions & Iowa DOT Presentation to 
Local Agencies – 3/20/2024



Purpose of 
this 
Webinar

We are here to communicate grant opportunities to you

We will cover the general overview of grant administration 
and the specific actions/details imbedded in the process

Ultimately, we want to give you our take on grant 
administration and be transparent with issues we have 
seen in the past that have caused delays and/or additional 
administrative work.



Agenda
• FHWA-IA High Level Overview of Grants
• Iowa DOT, Local Systems Bureau 

Overview
• How to Apply, Resources 
• Grant Application 
• Helpful Grant Reminders – Iowa DOT 

Perspective
• Grant Agreement
• Project Milestones – Iowa DOT Process
• Open Discussion 



High Points of BIL 
Highway Provisions
• Funds highway programs at$350.8 B  for five years 

(FY 22‐26)

• Created more than a dozen new highway programs, 
including─

• Formula: resilience, carbon reduction, bridges, 
and electric vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure

• Discretionary: bridges, EV charging 
infrastructure, rural projects, resilience, wildlife 
crossings, and reconnecting communities

• Focus on safety, bridges, climate change, resilience, 
and project delivery

• It created more opportunities for local governments 
and other nontraditional entities to access new 
funding



What is a Grant?
It’s a type of Federal Award

Federal Award
Federal assistance that a Federal awarding 
agency provides to a non‐Federal entity, and
the documentation establishes the terms and 
conditions for a non‐Federal entity’s acceptance 
of funding.

Non-Federal entity
A State, local government, Indian tribe, 
institute of higher education, non‐profit 
organization that carries out a Federal award 
as a recipient or subrecipient



FHWA decides upon the appropriate instrument 
for the Federal award:

Four instrument Types:

• 1. Grant Agreement

• 2. Cooperative Agreement

• 3. Contract

• 4. Fixed Amount Award

• A cooperative agreement requires substantial 
involvement in carrying out the activity of the 
award 

• A Fixed Amount Award be used in programs which 
require a mandatory cost sharing or match. A Fixed 
Amount Award may not reflect actual costs 
incurred.

• A contract is an instrument by which a non‐Federal 
entity purchases property, or services needed to 
carry out the project or program under the Federal 
award

A Grant Agreement means a legal instrument reflecting a relationship between an awarding 
agency and a recipient or subrecipient when the principal purpose of the relationship is to 
transfer a thing of value to the recipient or subrecipient to carry out a public purpose of 
support or stimulation authorized by a law instead of acquiring (by purchase, lease, or 
barter) property or services for the direct benefit or use of the awarding agency 
23 CFR 420.103



Formula (Apportionment) 
vs

Discretionary (Allocation) 



Formula Programs
NHPP PL
STBG NHFP
TA CRP
HSIP PROTECT
Rail-Hwy BRIDGE
CMAQ

• Distributed by formula specified in law
• All States are recipients
• States select projects and choose how funds 

are administered



Discretionary Grant 
Programs

OJT/SS, NSTI, 
Workforce

RAISE, INFRA

Safe Streets BRIDGE
Wildlife Crossings PROTECT
EV
Congestion Relief
FLTP/FLAP/TTP

• Distributed throughout the year
• Application Process

• Competitive Awards 
• Funds are for specific purpose and may not be used for other 

purposes/projects without prior authorization
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Stewardship/Oversight 
agreement

• Section 106 of Title 23, US CFR, requires that the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) and each State enter into an agreement 
documenting the extent to which the State assumes the responsibility of 
FHWA under Title 23.  The Stewardship/Oversight Agreement formalizes 
these delegated responsibilities and agreements to address how the 
Federal-aid highway program will be administered in the State.

• Last Updated in 2015, currently being updated:
• https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/federalaid/stewardship/agreements/ia.p

df

• 114 Pages
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https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/federalaid/stewardship/agreements/ia.pdf
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/federalaid/stewardship/agreements/ia.pdf
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Local Systems Website
o Design updated earlier this year
o https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/
o IIJA Information
o Contact Us

o Phone numbers
o Contact Local Partners
o I.M.s
o Local Systems Emails
o Trainings & Videos
o Pre- & Post-Letting Resources
o Bid & Quote Thresholds
o City Reports and Funding
o Street Finance Report (SFR)
o Equipment Rates
o Maps
o Emergency Relief (ER) Program

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/


Local Systems Training 
Federal-aid Overview Seminars
• 2024 – completed!  (Central, Eastern, Western Region locations) 
• These are typically hosted in the winter – stay tuned for information on winter 2025 

trainings. 
• Who should attend?  Cities, counties, consultants, MPO, RPA, others
• Any entity considering applying for a grant
• Any entity already awarded a grant

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/Trainings-Videos

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/Trainings-Videos


Written Guidance
16

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/im/lpa-ims

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/im/lpa-ims


Written Guidance

• Federal-aid Project Development 
Guide (Federal-aid Guide)

• Summary of the Federal-aid 
process

• Centralized reference for all 
other Federal-aid guidance 

17

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/publications/im/federal-aid-guide.pdf

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/publications/im/federal-aid-guide.pdf


Written Guidance
18

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/im/lpa-ims

https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/im/lpa-ims


Written Guidance

• Instructional Memorandums to 
Local Public Agencies (I.M.s)

• Variety of detailed guidance on 
specific topics

• Federal-aid
• Non-Federal-aid
• Other

www.iowadot.gov/local_systems/publications/im/imtoc.pdf

http://www.iowadot.gov/local_systems/publications/im/imtoc.pdf


Relationship between the 
Guide and I.M.s

20

Federal-aid Project 
Development Guide

LPA Utility Policy for 
Federal-aid Projects

LPA Right-of-way 
Manual

Construction 
Manual

Standard 
Specifications, 

Details and 
Drawings

Instructional 
Memorandums to Local 

Public Agencies

Materials I.M.s

Web pages or other 
on-line resources
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Discretionary Grant 
Resources
“How Do I get Started?”



US DOT Grants

The U.S. Department of Transportation provides 
grants to help build up and maintain a fast, safe, 
efficient, accessible, and convenient transportation 
system for the American people, today and into 
the future

https://www.transportation.gov/grants


DOT Navigator

The DOT Navigator is a resource to help 
communities understand the best ways to apply 
for grants, and to plan for and deliver 
transformative infrastructure projects and services.  
This is an excellent site for “all thing grants” 
especially Technical Assistance resources, 
including access to several recent webinars 
highlighting new toolkits, guidance etc.

https://www.transportation.gov/dot-navigator


DOT Discretionary Grants 
Dashboard

The DOT Discretionary Grants Dashboard * provides 
communities with an overview of discretionary grant 
opportunities that can help meet their transportation 
infrastructure needs.

The Dashboard also includes Federal grant programs outside of 
DOT that may be of particular interest to rural communities. The 
Rural Opportunities to Use Transportation for Economic 
Success (ROUTES) Initiative and an updated Rural Grant 
Applicant Toolkit was recently published to help rural 
communities harness the Dashboard. The Dashboard is 
updated weekly.

https://www.transportation.gov/grants/dashboard
https://www.transportation.gov/rural/eligibility
https://www.transportation.gov/rural
https://www.transportation.gov/rural
https://www.transportation.gov/rural/grants/toolkit
https://www.transportation.gov/rural/grants/toolkit


Calendar of Key Notice of 
Funding Opportunities 

(NOFO)

In order to provide stakeholders with more visibility 
into upcoming funding opportunities, DOT 
publishes a list of anticipated dates for upcoming 
NOFOs for key programs within the BIL and the 
Inflation Reduction Act (IRA).

https://www.transportation.gov/bipartisan-infrastructure-law/key-notices-funding-opportunity


BIL Launchpad

The Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL) offers unprecedented 
opportunities for local governments and communities to secure 
competitive federal grants and modernize America's 
infrastructure.

To help navigate transportation grant programs and expedite 
applications, the BIL Launchpad provides customized 
information on available funding, interactive technical support, 
data on successful awards, and essential resources.

https://billaunchpad.com/


Other Resources-FHWA 
Competitive Grant Funding 

Matrix

The United States Department of Transportation (USDOT) and 
FHWA have a variety of competitive grant programs used to 
fund various types of transportation projects and activities. The 
Competitive Grant Funding Matrix illustrates these programs 
broadly, organized by applicant type. Potential applicants 
should refer to the applicable column in the matrix. The matrix 
lists grant programs (rows), which can be matched with the 
potential applicant (columns) the program can fund

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/bipartisan-infrastructure-law/grant_programs.cfm


Other Resources-DOT 
Navigator Email List

Click this link to join the listserv or visit the USDOT Navigator to 
find information and resources on applying for USDOT grants 
and planning for and delivering transformative infrastructure 
projects and services. Example of listserv email:

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flnks.gd%2Fl%2FeyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJidWxsZXRpbl9saW5rX2lkIjoxMzIsInVyaSI6ImJwMjpjbGljayIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vc2VydmljZS5nb3ZkZWxpdmVyeS5jb20vYWNjb3VudHMvVVNET1Qvc3Vic2NyaWJlci9uZXc_dG9waWNfaWQ9VVNET1RfMTY1IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5faWQiOiIyMDIzMTAxOS44NDMyMTk5MSJ9.Ekw58L5f9w7jTP-x6hwQyZ8eutMBXPOYTWQ1OPkWVMk%2Fs%2F1198629138%2Fbr%2F228612315148-l&data=05%7C01%7Cjohnnie.gibson%40dot.gov%7C42b470e76a2a4ea4203608dbd0cb7e57%7Cc4cd245b44f04395a1aa3848d258f78b%7C0%7C0%7C638333344655404427%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=e8MvVf1AgmtMSj1P65H6lUeht8wfXIBm3GzCcKtR4Xc%3D&reserved=0
https://www.transportation.gov/dot-navigator


Tips for Success

In preparing your application for any Discretionary Grant 
program, be sure to read the specific NOFO and related 
program materials to ensure your project and organization are 
eligible and you are meeting other program/application 
requirements. General information to help prepare for DOT 
applications can also be found on the DOT Navigator, including 
the Discretionary Grant Preparation Checklist for Prospective 
Applicants.

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flnks.gd%2Fl%2FeyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJidWxsZXRpbl9saW5rX2lkIjoxMzEsInVyaSI6ImJwMjpjbGljayIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vd3d3LnRyYW5zcG9ydGF0aW9uLmdvdi9ncmFudHMvZG90LW5hdmlnYXRvci9meS0yMDIzLWRpc2NyZXRpb25hcnktZ3JhbnQtcHJlcGFyYXRpb24tY2hlY2tsaXN0IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5faWQiOiIyMDI0MDMwNC45MTI1MDcyMSJ9.6LXPUE1P0M-_7pk__QexFs5mNZ6UuFE1QgvAiHYQDRQ%2Fs%2F1198629138%2Fbr%2F238194308091-l&data=05%7C02%7Cjohnnie.gibson%40dot.gov%7C847644511d1243cb5b4b08dc3c8ba1dd%7Cc4cd245b44f04395a1aa3848d258f78b%7C0%7C0%7C638451817654805841%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=8dPGNolPWfr%2Fsv75T7OHnenZL4lDxWYZ7FNQyMe9Wbc%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flnks.gd%2Fl%2FeyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJidWxsZXRpbl9saW5rX2lkIjoxMzEsInVyaSI6ImJwMjpjbGljayIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vd3d3LnRyYW5zcG9ydGF0aW9uLmdvdi9ncmFudHMvZG90LW5hdmlnYXRvci9meS0yMDIzLWRpc2NyZXRpb25hcnktZ3JhbnQtcHJlcGFyYXRpb24tY2hlY2tsaXN0IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5faWQiOiIyMDI0MDMwNC45MTI1MDcyMSJ9.6LXPUE1P0M-_7pk__QexFs5mNZ6UuFE1QgvAiHYQDRQ%2Fs%2F1198629138%2Fbr%2F238194308091-l&data=05%7C02%7Cjohnnie.gibson%40dot.gov%7C847644511d1243cb5b4b08dc3c8ba1dd%7Cc4cd245b44f04395a1aa3848d258f78b%7C0%7C0%7C638451817654805841%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=8dPGNolPWfr%2Fsv75T7OHnenZL4lDxWYZ7FNQyMe9Wbc%3D&reserved=0


Tips for a Successful 
Application

1. Verify Eligibility

2. Submit All Required Materials

3. Write a Compelling Narrative

4. Comply with Regulations

5. Communicate Impact

6. Demonstrate Commitment and Accountability

7. Demonstrate Stewardship of Federal Funds

8. Ensure Feasibility of Project Delivery



Andrew Zimmerman

FHWA Iowa



Lessons 
Learned 
from Past 
Grant 
Projects
“Ducks in a row”



Grant Application Foresight

• For administrative ease have your grant funds in construction (if possible). 
If you have PE/ROW included in your application, use your local funds for 
that.

• Make sure your timeline for items like NEPA, ROW, and Letting are 
reasonable. We don’t want the grant agreement development to be the 
critical path item. 

• The more changes or differences there are from your grant application to 
your grant agreement the more time it will take to get your grant 
agreement approved. 

• Clearly state the number of lettings the 
project will have.



Project Funding – Scope of Eligibility. 

• Identify all funding types in your application, Local, State, Federal, and Others.

• Your local funds will only count towards your match if they are incurred after the 
project has been authorized in FMIS.

• Advanced Construction is an authorization method to start incurring cost before 
the grant agreement is finalized. Talk to us early if you’d like to pursue this route 
as there are some risk involved. 

• If you would like to use grant funds for consultant services, make sure they follow 
23 CFR 172 or LSB I.M. 3.310.

• If your grant is being applied to an active construction project, please contact us 
early and we can verify that the active project is administered like a Federal-aid 
project. 



Nicole Moore

Iowa DOT



Federal-aid 
Formula funds vs Grants
Federal-aid Formula 
Funds:

• STBG
• HBP (County & City)
• TAP
• ICAAP
• HSIP-Local

 These Federal Funds are distributed through pre-
established formulas to the various states and then to the 
Cities and Counties through Iowa-defined processes.  
Local Systems I.M.’s and the Stewardship and Oversight 
Agreement governs processes and procedures with Iowa 
DOT acting as the “pass through” with oversight 
responsibilities.  Funding Agreements from Field Engineer.

 Local Systems workload has drastically increased with 
additional Federal-aid Formula Funds, plus grants and 
Congressional Directed Spending.  



Federal-aid 
Formula funds vs Grants

Federal-aid Grants:
• TIGER/BUILD/RAI

SE
• BIP
• SS4A
• INFRA
• Many more…  

“Grant Specific Requirements”:  

All discretionary grants are application based, unique, and come with 
additional strings (reporting and such) above and beyond typical formula 
funded Federal-aid projects.  Read the Notice of Funding Opportunity 
(NOFO) carefully.  Those additional strings become the grant 
recipient’s responsibility.  

Grant awards are based on grant applications.  Grant agreements mimic 
the application, including proposed funding set-ups, schedule, and 
outcomes.  Grant agreements are between the grant recipient and 
FHWA.  In many cases, Iowa DOT can serve as a pass-through agency.  
When this happens, you shall follow standard Iowa DOT Federal-aid 
guidance in addition to any other grant specific requirements.  



Federal-aid 
Grant Application Reminders

“Non-Federal match" or “local match” included in a grant application 
becomes federalized and must follow Federal-aid procedures. 

• This includes following I.M. 3.310, Federal-aid Participation in 
Consultant Costs, NEPA, Buy America, and Davis Bacon 
Wages

• Plan 6-12+ months until costs can begin being incurred 
after grant award notification

• Be mindful of Federal-aid programs and whether you’re 
committing these funds for your grant: 

• County and City Bridge programs = Federal-aid
• STBG to Counties = Federal-aid
• STBG to Cities through MPO or TMA = Federal-aid
• STBG to Cities through RPA = Federal-aid Swap

• The above listed funds are to be used for Construction only.
FHWA Grant Navigator

https://www.iowadot.gov/local_systems/publications/im/3310.pdf
https://www.transportation.gov/dot-navigator
https://www.transportation.gov/dot-navigator


Federal-aid Grant Application

• If Preliminary Engineering (PE) or Construction Engineering (CE) services are included within a 
RAISE application as a “local match”, regardless of the funding source, the full federal-aid RFP 
process including DBE shall be followed. See I.M. 3.310, Federal-aid Participation in Consultant 
Costs for additional details.

• If you propose 2 construction projects in the same RAISE application – one funded with a “local 
match”, and the other with the Federal-aid, both projects must be developed as Federal-aid projects 
per the Federal-aid Guide.

• In these examples, for costs to be eligible as the “local match” they must also be 
authorized by FHWA before incurring costs.

• Hence, be prepared for a 6-12+ month delay after grant award notification before 
incurring costs on any activities utilized within the grant application.  PE in 
particular. 

• If you mention a local funded element/phase in the write-up that should NOT be 
considered part of the grant application “local match”, be sure to clearly state that.



Federal-aid Grant Application tips

• Carefully and fully read Notice of Funding Opportunities (NOFO)
• Grant Closing Date for Applications
• Award Ceiling & Floor
• Eligible Applicants & Uses
• Cost Sharing or Match Requirements
• Grant Requirements and Considerations
• Grant Obligation and Expenditure Deadlines

• Utilize your resources (FHWA Grant Navigator & Local Systems IIJA 
Information)

• Subscribe to www.GRANTS.gov for opportunity updates
• Reach out to others who have been successful

41

https://www.transportation.gov/dot-navigator
https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/IIJA-Information
https://iowadot.gov/local_systems/IIJA-Information
http://www.grants.gov/


Federal-aid Grant Application tips

• Be careful which phases of a project you include within the application
• Consider including only Construction phases so design can begin before the grant 

agreement is signed
• If only including Planning or a Study, the RFP process can only consider planning services.

• Be mindful of the number of phases and/or project lettings you include within the 
application

• All phases must be designed and obligated by the grant obligation deadline.
• All grant expenditures, regardless of phase, must be expended by the grant expenditure 

deadline.
• Keep funding as simple and clean as possible

• The more complicated the funding, the more complicated your plan divisions will be.
• Other Federal funds and their required match can not be used as part of your “local match”.

• Attend Federal-aid Overview Seminar training &/or hire an experienced Team42



Grant Coordination with Iowa DOT

• Coordinate with Iowa DOT on Interstates and Primary Highways
• Reach out to your District Engineer 

• The LPA can choose to be a direct recipient or request to be a “pass-
through” with the Iowa DOT.  

• Iowa DOT reserves the right to decline the request to be a “pass-through”
• For Letters of Support – contact Stu Anderson at 

stuart.anderson@iowadot.us
• With your request, please include a summary of the proposed project 

details, map, lead agency applying for and administering the grant, and 
the specific grant application you are applying for.

• Allow up to 5 business days for review and processing.

43

mailto:stuart.anderson@iowadot.us


Pass-
through vs. 
direct 
recipient

• Pass-Through 
• LPA may request Iowa 

DOT to be a pass-
through

• LPA must utilize Iowa 
DOT’s Federal-aid 
Guide and I.M.s

• These have been 
reviewed and 
approved by FHWA 
Iowa Division

• They already follow 
applicable Federal 
regulations 

• Direct Recipient 
• LPA may decide to 

be a Direct 
Recipient

• LPA must develop 
procedures for each 
process

• Procedures must 
follow all applicable 
Federal regulations

44
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Grant Agreement Development 

• Send in a rough draft of your grant agreement early, even if it’s incomplete. 

• Any questions you have can be addressed through the grant agreement 
review process, you’ll than have documented answers from FHWA HQ and 
OST about your project.

• Remember if your project cost fluctuate your local funds committed can not 
go down and your grant funds can not go up. 

• Grants have been approved faster in recent rounds, but still plan on 6-12 
months from: notice of selection, to: FMIS authorization.



Grant Agreement Development 
Grant Definitions vs. Normal 
Definitions

Grant Terms Interpretation Notes:

Obligation Deadline Grant funds need to be authorized in FMIS before this 
date given in the NOFO

Signed by Iowa DOT Contracts and FHWA Iowa 
Division

Expenditure Deadline Cost will not be reimbursable after this date given in the 
NOFO

Last day any funds can be expended or paid out 
from FMIS.  NOT-Cost must be incurred by that 
date

Budget Period End 
Date

Equivalent to the Project End Date (PED) for just the 
grant funds. 

Period of Performance Time period from Obligation date to PED Time when Federal-aid eligible costs can occur., 
and regular reports are submitted 

Baseline Report Date The date you plan to submit you’re your initial 
performance measures to FHWA



Grant Agreement 
Development 

• Timeline:

• Recipient is notified that they have been selected for the grant 

• FHWA Iowa Division will schedule a kickoff meeting to discuss initial 
steps 

• The Grant Agreement template becomes available and is sent to the 
recipient

• FHWA HQ schedules a webinar to discuss the grant process with the 
recipient 

• The recipient submits their first draft of the grant agreement to Iowa 
DOT/FHWA

• The grant goes to Iowa DOT -> FHWA Iowa Div. -> FHWA HQ -> OST 
(1 cycle). 

• The number of cycles the grant goes through depends on the 
complexity of the project and/or edits needed in between



Nicole Moore

Iowa DOT



Major Project 
Milestones

Programming

FHWA Grant Agreement

Funding agreement with Iowa DOT

Concept Statement

Preliminary Plans

NEPA Clearance 

Check Plans

ROW Purchasing

Final Plans

Construction



Project Development I.M. 
3.010

• MINIMUM timeframe of 1 year – that is for a 
project that is not complicated.

• Consider potential complications:
• NEPA
• Other Permits 
• Railroad
• Utilities
• ROW timelines

51



Other related Project Development 
Procedures & I.M.s

• Federal-aid Participation in Consultant Costs
• Concept Statement 
• Preliminary Design Plans
• NEPA Clearance (and related Environmental Clearances)
• Other Permits
• Final Design
• ROW Purchasing 
• Check Plans (Final Plans that we are checking)
• Final Plans



Andrew Zimmerman 

FHWA Iowa

Last Slide!!



Appreciation 

It takes a Village…

• The Iowa DOT LSB does not have to act as a pass-through grant recipient 
and can defer your grant to be a direct recipient with FHWA. Direct 
requires more review and more documentation.  

• This pass-through process makes the project very similar to a normal 
federal aid project. Familiarity = less stress

• Thank your LSB and the regional engineers that help administer your grant 
agreement and project!



Questions… ?

Your Perspective 
Advise to Others
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