
A guide to community project funding and congressionally-directed spending 
requests for local governments and nonprofits

NO LOBBYIST? NO PROBLEM.

DIY
EARMARKS



Since 2021, local governments and nonprofits have been able to 
apply for limited project funding directly through their Members of 
Congress. These short-term grants are called “earmarks,” and are 
negotiated by Members of Congress in the annual federal spending 
process. You may also see them called “Community Project Funding,” 
or “Congressionally-Directed Spending.” More generally, they are 
also called member-directed spending requests. 

Earmark requests have historically been limited to 1% of Federal 
discretionary spending in total [more than $15 billion in the process 
for fiscal year 2023 (FY23)], divided proportionally between the House 
and Senate and between Republicans and Democrats. The House has 
clarified for FY24 that it will limit House Member requests to 0.5% of 
Federal discretionary spending. The total amount of funding available 
for earmarks in both chambers will remain at 1%.

While earmarks are not a guaranteed source of funding, they may 
complement organizations’ existing funding sources. They are also an 
opportunity for small organizations to build relationships and support 
with their Federal representatives.

noun, 'ir-märk
a provision in Congressional legislation that 
allocates a specified amount of money for a 
specific project, program, or organization
Synonyms: Community Project Funding, Congressionally-Directed 
Spending

WHAT ARE EARMARKS?

ear· mark

TO PROMOTE TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY, 
EARMARKS ARE SUBJECT TO CERTAIN RULES:

NOT GUARANTEED
The House and Senate 
Appropriations Committees 
have the ultimate say on 
which requests make it into 
initial appropriations bills 
and they frequently award a 
smaller amount of funding 
than requested.

SHORT-TERM
Earmarks are requested in 
bills that direct federal 
spending for a specific fiscal 
year. There is no guarantee 
of funding in subsequent 
years.

PLACE-BASED
Earmarks are requested for 
spending in a specific 
location, rather than for a 
federal program that may 
be administered anywhere 
in the US.

NARROW 
ELIGIBILITY

Earmarks are limited to 
nonprofits and local, state, 
and tribal governments.

SUBJECT TO 
AUDIT

The Government 
Accountability Office will 
assess the overall process 
and review a sample of 
enacted requests.

APPLICABLE TO A 
CERTAIN NUMBER 

OF ELIGIBLE 
ACCOUNTS

Only certain federal accounts 
are open for earmark 
requests, limiting the areas 
of federal spending that can 
accept earmarks.
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• Education improvement*
• Distance learning*
• Rural broadband
• Agricultural research & 

management
• STEM research & education
• Conservation
• Conservation education
• Water infrastructure & watershed 

preservation
• Forest management
• Law enforcement technology
• Crime prevention
• Criminal justice improvements
• Victims’ services
• Historical records preservation*
• Preservation of historical sites*
• Nonprofit security
• Emergency operations centers
• Pre-disaster mitigation
• Employee training & 

employment services*
• Small business initiatives
• Entrepreneur training
• Health professions education*
• Rural health outreach & research*
• Telehealth and health IT
• Mental health & substance abuse 

programs
• Rural community facilities
• Transportation priorities
• Economic development

*Only open for requests made through the Senate 
for FY24.

AREAS OPEN IN FY24 INCLUDE:

NOT FOR MUSEUMS, 
COMMEMORATIONS, 

OR MEMORIALS 
(HOUSE)

Projects named for specific 
people or entities will not 
be permitted.

SPECIFICALLY 
AUTHORIZED IN US 

CODE (HOUSE)
For FY24, the House has also 
required that Members cite 
the specific legal authorization 
for projects to ensure projects 
have a “federal nexus.”



 CASE STUDY 

Year-Round Farming Education for Children

Sen. Ed Markey [D, MA]

HHS: Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 
Administration, and Related Programs

Red Gate Farm Education Center is requesting 
$150,000 to help complete the construction of a new 
student housing facility and dining hall. These facilities 
will expand Red Gate Farm’s capacity to enrich 
children’s education from 3-season programming to 
year round farm-based activities that foster growth and 
self-confidence. Many more children from diverse 
socio-economic backgrounds will benefit from this 
investment in our facilities, as the buildings will more 
than double the number of students the organization 
can serve annually. Red Gate Farm Education Center 
currently serves students from across the 
Commonwealth and New England states.

$150,000

$150,000

Earmark:

Member of
Congress:

Eligible
account:

Project
description:

Amount
requested:

Amount enacted 
in final bill:



IDENTIFY YOUR MEMBER OF CONGRESS
All earmark applications go through individual Members of 
Congress, who are responsible for taking in applications, 
vetting applicants, choosing projects, and advocating for 
those projects with the House and Senate Appropriations 
Committees.

The first step is to identify your Members of Congress. Most 
lawmakers will only be open to submitting requests for 
projects that are either physically located within their district or 
state or can easily be shown to provide services for a large 
proportion of their constituents, so it is important to look up 
the Member of Congress who represents the location of your 
project. You can look up your representative using 
Congress.gov. Keep in mind that not every Member 
participates in earmark requests, so you may want to look at 
your options in both the House and Senate to maximize your 
chances of success.

FINDING DEADLINES & FORMS
Your Members of Congress will be responsible for providing 
the forms you will use to apply for earmarks and setting their 
own deadlines for when and how to apply. These will likely be 
slightly different for each Member of Congress, but the 
majority of deadlines for requests for FY24 will be on or 
around March 10th.

To stay up to date on applications for your Member of 
Congress, we encourage you to:

• Sign up for your Member’s newsletter
• Follow your Member on social media
• Call the Member’s office and ask if you can be added to 

any relevant earmark application announcements

HOW DO I REQUEST AN EARMARK?



While official instructions will vary by office, every application will almost certainly require the 
following information:

PREPARING FOR A SUCCESSFUL EARMARK REQUEST

12:20

EARMARK REQUEST PREP
Project Description
Keep it short, ideally under 250 words.

Project Location
If you are submitting to a member of the House, it will be very 
unlikely that your request will be successful if the primary location is 
outside of the Member’s district or cannot be shown to impact a large 
proportion of that Member’s constituents.

Project Purpose or Justification
What will your project do to achieve tangible results for residents of 
this state/district? In a competitive application process, why should 
your project receive priority?

Project Cost
Is this a reasonable amount for your organization to spend within 
this fiscal year? If there is a matching requirement or additional 
funding needed, do you have a plan to secure it?

Project Timeline
Is this request for planning, or is the project “shovel-ready?” If the 
project will take longer than one year to complete, how will future 
funding be secured?

Evidence of Eligibility
Evidence of nonprofit status, if relevant; declaration that your project 
has no financial ties to the Member or their immediate family.

Evidence of Community Support
Requestors applying through the House have been asked to submit 
evidence of community support for their project, including city 
council resolutions, op-eds, letters to the editor, and/or other letters 
of support from community stakeholders. This has not been required 
for the Senate.



 CASE STUDY 

Gilbertville Emergency Services

Rep. Ashley Hinson [R, IA]

USDA: Rural Development, Rural Community Facility 
Grants

The City of Gilbertville will use this award to construct 
a new emergency services building for the rural 
community. The building would enable Gilbertville to 
provide emergency services, including fire and rescue 
services, to its 2,800 residents. The current public 
safety building is too small to house all the necessary 
equipment and vehicles, creating slower-response times 
as volunteers must navigate the packed facility and 
make stops to retrieve equipment from o�-site locations 
before responding to emergencies. This uses precious 
time and resources when lives are on the line. The 
requested funds will support Gilbertville’s new 
emergency services building, enhancing the safety of 
every family in this community.

Amount requested: $500,000

Amount enacted in final bill: $500,000

Earmark:

Member of
Congress:

Eligible
account:

Project
description:

Amount
requested:

Amount enacted 
in final bill:



CONSIDER ASKING FOR A MEETING
Most Members, whether in the House or Senate, assign specific staff members as points of 
contact to handle the federal appropriations process, including member-directed spending 
projects. These staffers serve as liaisons to requestors through this process, from answering 
questions to notifying you if your request is approved.

HOW TO ASK FOR A MEETING

Call the Member’s office and ask who handles appropriations and for their contact 
information. Follow up with a short introductory email noting that you are interested 
in submitting an application, and ask whether you might be able to schedule time 
to talk. Most appropriations staffers will be in DC, so you can expect a short 
(maximum 20 minute) phone call or Zoom meeting. There is no need to go to DC 
in person.

Some advocacy guides recommend pressing for a meeting directly with the 
Member or senior staff. While this is sometimes useful in other advocacy contexts, 
it’s not the best use of your (or their) time for an earmark request. Instead, focus 
on building a great relationship with the staffer handling the process so they can 
advocate for you.

One additional option is to request a meeting with your local district or in-state 
staff. Depending on the office, these staffers may not be directly involved with 
the appropriations process, but can still be helpful allies.

WHAT TO EXPECT AT THE MEETING

At an introductory meeting, you’re not pitching your project to win support: 
instead, you are taking the first step toward a long-term working relationship 
with this office, seeking expert feedback on whether your project is a good fit 
for this funding opportunity, and if so, asking whatever questions you need to 
make your application as thorough and helpful as possible. 

The staffer you meet with wants to find out whether your project is a good 
candidate for the Member’s selection, and whether your organization is a safe 
and worthwhile bet as a partner on this and other issues going forward.

Plan to cover the basics in 20 minutes or less. The staffer you meet with may 
not be familiar with your organization’s work, or intimately familiar with the 
district, so be ready to walk them through the context for your organization 
and project.



...ASK QUESTIONS.

• Do you have advice on which eligible 
subcommittee account, if any, this project 
may fall under?

• Does the amount we plan to request seem 
reasonable for this account?

• If my project has multiple eligible partners, 
do you have advice on which partner should 
submit the request?

• Do you have a sense for how your office will 
conduct its application process this year?

• Can you share if there are any particular goals 
or priorities for your boss on projects to be 
funded this year?

• If we have questions in the process, how 
would you prefer that we contact you?

• What else should we know about your office’s 
application, and what we will be expected to 
provide?

• If this does not sound like a project that your 
boss would prioritize as an earmark request, 
do you have any suggestions for other 
sources of funding?

...ANSWER QUESTIONS.
(ESPECIALLY IF YOU ARE A NON-PROFIT)

• How long has your organization been 
operating in the state/ district?

• How do you collaborate with other 
stakeholders in your issue area?

• What are your organization’s long-term 
plans/goals?

• How else is your organization funded?
• What is your organization’s management 

structure?
• How do you measure your impact, and how 

will you measure the impact of this project?
• Have you considered other funding sources 

for this project?

BE PREPARED TO...
BIPARTISAN POLICY CENTER
The Bipartisan Policy Center is a Washington, DC-based think tank that actively 
fosters bipartisanship by combining the best ideas from both parties to 
promote health, security, and opportunity for all Americans. Our policy 
solutions are the product of informed deliberations by former elected and 
appointed officials, business and labor leaders, and academics and advocates 
who represent both sides of the political spectrum.

POPVOX FOUNDATION
POPVOX Foundation works “to inform and empower people and make 
government work better for everyone.” This includes reimagining the concept 
of “civic infrastructure,” and providing new ways for government to share 
information and engage the public, with an emphasis on diverse participation 
and rebuilding public trust.

FRANZ WUERFMANNSDOBLER
Franz Wuerfmannsdobler is a Senior Advisor with the Bipartisan Policy Center.  
He has more than two decades of congressional experience. During his tenure 
on Capitol Hill, he worked in the offices of U.S. Senators Robert Byrd, Byron 
Dorgan, and Chris Coons, the last of which he served as the Deputy Chief of 
Staff and Senior Policy Advisor.  He also served on the Senate Appropriations 
Committee. His policy portfolio has included energy, environment, science and 
technology, appropriations, and budget issues. Building on these experiences, 
he is dedicated to improving public discourse and restoring civic trust.

MARCI HARRIS
Marci is CEO and cofounder of POPVOX, Inc., a nonpartisan platform for civic 
engagement and Executive Director and Co-Founder of the POPVOX 
Foundation. She later served as counsel to the chairman of the  Ways and 
Means Health Subcommittee in the U.S. House of Representatives, working on 
the team that drafted the Affordable Care Act. Marci left Capitol Hill in 2010 to 
create POPVOX.com and has continued to work at the intersection of 
technology and policy. Marci is a lecturer at San Jose State University and the 
University of California Berkeley Haas School of Business and an adjunct 
professor at the University of San Francisco School of Management.

ANNE MEEKER
Anne is a civic process and democratic engagement nerd, and a former House 
district staffer. She was a founding member of the POPVOX Foundation team 
as Director of Special Initiatives.  She previously served as Director of 
Constituent Services for Congressman Seth Moulton, where she worked to use 
data and technology to deliver smarter casework services to residents of the 
MA06. Anne holds a bachelor's degree in Anthropology from the University of 
Oxford (St. Hugh's College), and an MSc in History from the London School of 
Economics, where she wrote her thesis on presidential memoir.

DEVELOPED BY
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