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Overview:

The New Jersey State Council on the Arts, Mercer County Executive Dan
Benson and the Board of County Commissioners make funds available for
support of the arts through a State/County Block Grant/Partnership for
County Arts Agencies from the New Jersey State Council on the Arts. This
three-year block grant provides essential support for the State arts
community, particularly for local arts groups.

Applications are carefully evaluated to ensure that programs offered are of
high quality, represent the County’s diverse population, and encourage
community participation with maximum availability and accessibility to all
county residents. This Local Arts Program Grant (LAP) is administered by the
Mercer County Division od Culture & Heritage and is intended to both
promote the growth of and expand the public impact of community-based
arts organizations and arts projects.

Eligibility:

Nonprofit organizations, libraries, and/or institutions of higher education
based in Mercer County are eligible to apply for the Mercer County Local Arts
Program (LAP) grant if they have been offering or presenting arts
programming for at least the past two years.

For the Fiscal Year 2026 to 2028 (FY26-28) grant cycles, the New Jersey
State Council on the Arts (NJSCA) has reinstated eligibility for units of local
government, K-12 schools, and school districts, allowing them to apply
directly for LAP grants. While these applicants can choose to partner with a
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization on a project, it is no longer a requirement
to do so.

At the time of application, an organization must be incorporated as a non-
profit in the State of New Jersey and designated tax-exempt by
determination of the Internal Revenue Service (in accordance with Sections
501(c) 3 or (c) 4). Organizations whose filings with the IRS for tax exempt
status are in-process and on schedule to be determined may be considered
for a LAP grant if they identify a current 501(c)(3 or 4) New Jersey non-
profit to serve as a fiscal agent. In such a case, a letter of agreement from
that fiscal agent must be included with this application, along with a copy of
the agency’s IRS determination letter.
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Funding Request Caps:

***For FY2026 grant applications, requests for both General
Operating Support and Special Projects may not exceed $7,000. Use
the guidelines below to determine your request with this parameter:

For the maximum amount of grant
funds an organization may request is 30% of the average of last year and
the current year total operating income, not to exceed $7,000.

For Special Project (SP) support, the maximum allowable request would
be 50% or less of the total estimated expense budget for that specific
project. Project costs would be separate from the estimated expense budget
for the applicant organization. Total amount requested may not exceed
$7,000

Applicants are encouraged to request the maximum amount of grant funds
for which they can demonstrate the required cash match. Grant awards are
based on the number of applications received by MCC&HC and funds
available for the LAP grant program.

Funding Categories:

Applicants may apply for either a or
Special Project Support (SP) grant each grant cycle. See both grant
category specifications to determine eligibility:

General Operating Support grants are available only to non-profit
organizations whose missions are exclusively devoted to the public
presentation of, and/or education in, the arts. GOS funds provide support for
the overall operations of these organizations for the calendar year. Although
there are specific uses for GOS funds that are considered ineligible, GOS
funds may be used for most activities that support the organization’s

arts mission.

Special Project Support (SP)

This category is open to any organization that meets the basic eligibility
requirements of the LAP grant. A special project is a public arts activity or
event that occurs during the grant year with specific start and completion
dates. The project may contain multiple events or activities, but these must
be clearly related by discipline or theme.
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The special project MUST be separate from the regular programming of the
applicant organization and should have its own mission and goals. It may be
considered a permanent “additional project” within the sponsoring
institution, or it may be a one-time occurrence. The project should be wholly
dedicated to the arts and the sponsoring organization should clearly
demonstrate a commitment to support of the arts project through the
allocation of resources and funds raised in the community.

Examples of a special project include a concert, an exhibition, an online
painting demonstration, a mixed media presentation, a special run of a
theatrical production, a festival, workshops, lectures and demonstrations in
one of the arts disciplines. All events funded through Special Project grants
must take place within Mercer County and must be open to the general
public.

Ineligible Use of LAP Grant Funds:

e Capital improvements and acquisitions

¢ hospitality costs

e travel outside of NJ & foreign travel

o deficits or replacement of funds normally budgeted for the
program or project

e fundraising events

e scholarship funds

o fellowships (although service to individual artists is strongly
encouraged)

¢ regranting to out-of-state organizations or projects

Art Disciplines:

Arts programs and projects must fall under at-least one of the following
disciplines:

e Dance

e Instrumental or Vocal Music

e Theatre or Musical Theatre

e Visual and Media Arts

e Folk Arts and Crafts (if they reflect authentic traditions practiced by

master artists)

e Literary Arts

e Composition

e Multi-Disciplinary

e Multi-Media Projects
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Match Requirements:

grants require a 1:1 cash match. (For
example, an organization requesting $1,000 must show at least a $1,000
cash match in their budget).

Special Projects (SP) grants require a 1:1 match. However, up to 50% of
an SP grant match may be from in-kind goods and services. New Jersey
Cultural Trust and other MCC&HC grant funds may not be used to meet the
match requirements.

Budget Documentation:
Organizations applying for the first time for LAP grant funds must provide:

e copy of previous year’s tax return to the IRS
e a letter from an accountant certifying the expenses for the previous
year.

Organizations that received a grant in the previous year only need to supply
the accountant’s letter. You do not need to resubmit an IRS document
unless there have been major changes during the past year in the
organization’s structure and/or financials.

Accessibility and ADA Compliance:

The Division of Culture and Heritage and the New Jersey State Council on
the Arts (NJSCA) are committed to the compliance of Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) and require ALL APPLICATIONS for GOS and SP LAP
funds complete the ADA Project Checklist for Accessibility.

Newly applying organizations will be required to submit an updated board-
approved ADA plan, as well as attend an ADA Technical Workshop (offered
by The Mercer County Division of Culture & Heritage). We ask that re-
applying applicants upload their most up-to-date plan to their application.
The ADA plan should be based on the comprehensive self-assessment survey
tool developed by the New Jersey Arts Access Task Force.

Evaluation Process:

All grant applications are evaluated through a two-tier review process. The
first evaluation is done by a Grant Review Panel comprised of experts from
the regional arts community representing a variety of disciplines. The second
evaluation is done by The Mercer County Cultural and Heritage Commission,
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who forward their reviews to County administrators for the final
determination.

As a courtesy to applicants, organizations whose applications are received
two weeks before the deadline will be reviewed by the Division office for
completeness, and groups will be notified if any issues present themselves.
Grants received after this date will not be pre-reviewed. [Please note:
Incomplete applications cannot be forwarded to the Review Panel.]

The Mercer County Cultural and Heritage Commissioners review applications,
along with comments from the Grant Panel, and recommend award
amounts, based on the Division’s award from the NJ] Historical Commission.
Final grant recommendations are approved after a managerial review by the
County administration. Applicants will be notified of their application’s
standing in December. Any budget or programming adjustments required
(based on final grant amounts) must be submitted along with signed
contracts. The FY26 History Regrants covers program activities that
take place between January 1, 2026 and December 31, 2026.

Evaluation Criteria:
Review panels evaluate applications for:

e Administrative abilities and financial stability

e Reasonable budget, use of funds and ability to raise funds for a special
project

e Planning and development, including long range planning strategies

e Cultural diversity of organization and audience

e Geographical outreach to all regions of Mercer County

e Need, promise and potential of the organization or project, and
capability of group to follow through

e Demonstrated ability to achieve artistic excellence, fulfill mission and
meet needs of the community through quality programming/offerings

e Evidence of ADA compliance or a clear and concise plan to address any
non-compliance issues

Priorities for Funding:
In addition to the evaluation criteria, importance is placed on:

e Innovation in programming or projects
e Collaborations or partnerships, especially between culturally diverse
organizations and artists
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e Demonstration of benefits to culturally diverse or underserved
populations

e Inclusion of and service to artists who are disabled

e Demonstrated efforts to expand outreach efforts and programming to
attract new audiences

Grant Payments & Reporting:

Grant funds will be distributed in two payments. Seventy-five percent (75%)
of the grant will be paid once a signed/completed contract is received.

A completed Final Report, including the Final Report form must be submitted
to the Division by the January following the grant cycle year (January 2027,
for the FY26 grant cycle year). (Note: Final Reports for SP grants may be
submitted as soon as the updated Final Report forms are available. GOS
should wait until end-of-year). Final Reports must illustrate the successful
completion of the funded project and/or organizational year, and include
complete documentation for all expenses (receipts, cancelled checks). The
final payment of twenty-five percent (25%) will be made upon receipt and
review of a satisfactory final report.

Maintain documentation of all expenditures and all in-kind contributions.
Keep all receipts and cancelled checks for expenditures. Volunteer hours
should be logged in, an approximate value for any donated goods and
services should be included. Even if the combined total from an
organization’s matching funds and its in-kind donations is more than that
required by the grant, it is important to note all these resources in the final
report.

The Narrative:

In FY2025, the Mercer County Division of Culture & Heritage digitalized its
grant applications. During this process, the Division decided to do away with
an “essay-like” narrative portion of the application. In its place, grantees are
now required to answer a series of detailed questions:

1.) Mission Statement and Brief History of the Organization

2.) Staffing and Board Structure (Highlight qualifications and roles
of key leadership of the organization).

3.) Use of LAP Grant funds (Provide a clear, detailed explanation of
how LAP grant funds will be used).
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i Describe how grant funds will be used for the next
year and how this will help improve the organization’s
services, programs, outreach and/or management.

ii. SP:

1. Describe your project, its purpose; what will it
produce? How does it fit the basic eligibility criteria
for Mercer County’s LAP regrants?

2. Describe how it relates to the mission of your
organization and how it will complement other arts
activities of the organization.

3. Provide information to necessary to demonstrate
your clear understanding of the chosen topic.

4. Detail how the project will be carried out. Include a
schedule or projected timeline for the project’s
activities

4.) Additional Narrative Information (Use this section for
additional information you wish to share in your narrative. This
may include topics such as:

i. Problems and Opportunities. Briefly describe recent or
anticipated changes in staff, finances, facilities,
management, or governance. How will the organization
deal with them.

ii. Fundraising. How do you raise the money to support your
current operations?

iii. Finances. What is the current financial condition of your
organization?

iv. Audience. Describe the size and composition of your
audience for your programs

While the narrative is no longer “essay-like”, it is still vitally
important that this section of the application paints a full picture of
your organization and grant request. Use the narrative to introduce
reviewers to your organization and special project (if applicable). Along with
support materials, the narrative should provide all the information necessary
to allow a person unfamiliar with your group to fully understand:

e who you serve

e your artistic vision

e the organizational structure (how is it managed?)
e how decisions are made

e qualifications of persons in leadership roles

e examples of recent work
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current accomplishments or challenges
long-range or strategic plans

A STRONG narrative section should:

Have a mission statement and a brief history of the organization; the
arts component of non-arts-based organization; or the activities and
goals relevant to the special project.

Provide a clear, detailed explanation of how the LAPgrant funds would
be used.

Describe in detail the Project or Programs to be funded. How will they
be carried out? Specify the art forms involved, and include a schedule
or calendar of activities. Include a brief explanation of how the project
will improve the organization's outreach efforts. Explain how the
project will be evaluated.

Explain the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) policy of the
applicant organization. Describe progress the organization has made in
making programming more accessible and inclusive. Discuss any
barriers that still exist and outline goals and specific steps to address
and remove barriers in a detailed timeline, with assignment of
responsibility and consideration of costs necessary to implement each
goal. Include attention to facilities, marketing, programmatic access,
employment, and sensitivity awareness, and identification of the
access committee, ADA coordinator, and a grievance procedure.

List and explain partnerships or collaborations with other cultural,
ethnic or historical groups.

Discuss your publicity plan for grant-funded activity or project and
your efforts to target audiences. Identify your audience and its
potential size. Be as concise as possible and include methods
employed such as cable or network community shows, newspapers,
mailings etc.

Support Materials:

Support materials for both and SP grant requests should demonstrate
the quality and illustrate the kinds of arts programming of the applicant
organization and the project to be funded. Support materials should be no
more than two years old. If you are attaching older materials, you must
add an addendum to explain why you consider these materials especially
representative of your organization and important to this application.

It is only necessary to send one set of support materials, which will be made
available to the review panel members at their request. Types of support



FY26 LAP Guidelines: Pg: 10

materials might include links to digital content (websites, videos, etc.), a
resume of artist, brochures, flyers, posters, program booklets, CDs, or
DVDs, photographs, published books, catalogs or articles.

Long Range Planning:

Long range organizational or program planning is essential to the continued
success of any organization. All and SP applicants must submit a
long-range plan for the operation or the program. The plan should
include statement of goals and strategic steps to realize those goals, assign
responsibility for implementation of tasks, consider the resources needed to
realize goals, and be placed on a realistic implementation timeline.

The plan should cover all essential areas of the organization such as artistic
vision, governance, human resources, audiences and all forms of public
participation including artists and volunteers, fundraising, marketing and
outreach, advocacy, educational activities, etc.

If a formal long-range plan is not currently in place, or if the organization is
between planning cycles, the narrative portion of the application should
outline the process for developing the new long-range plan. This should
include a timeline and the current status of that process. The strength of an
applicant’s long-range planning is an important factor in the evaluation
process.

County and State Funding:

Organizations may not apply to or receive grants from both the Mercer
County Cultural and Heritage Commission and the New Jersey State Council
on the Arts within the same funding cycle. In advance of submitting a Notice
of Intent to Apply with the NJSCA applicants should discuss their situation
with NJSCA staff to determine eligibility.

MCC&HC will not accept applications or award grant funds to organizations
applying to or receiving grants from other county arts councils or county
cultural and heritage commissions.

Required Documentation:

Resumes of key staff and board members, as well as for artists/experts
being hired for a Special Project, must be included. All NEW applicants
must include a copy of the organization’s Articles of Incorporation bearing
the Date of Filing and IRS Notification of Tax-Exempt Status; or proof that
these two filings are in the process at the time of submission of the grant
application. Chapters of national organizations must include documents from
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the national headquarters showing the location and current officers of the
local chapter, and a copy of the national organization's IRS letter of
determination.

On-Site Evaluation:

Organizations receiving grant funds must furnish one ticket for at least one
event/production to the MCC&HC. The Commission must also be sent all
publicity announcements for any events occurring within the grantee
organization’s grant period. [Site visits and program audits are done by
Division staff to ensure that LAP grant-funded programs and projects are
produced as represented in grant applications and that grantee organizations
are in compliance with ADA requirements.]

MCC&H E-blasts and Online Promotional Opportunities:

The Mercer County Division of Culture & Heritage published both a quarterly
and monthly newsletter — Going Places. This newsletter promotes regional
art, history, and cultural events, with a strong emphasis on the
events/activities hosted and produced by Culture & Heritage grantees. The
Division also maintains an active Facebook and

Instagram page. These outreach tools are used by the Division to help
publicize events and activities with no cost to our grantee organizations.

Any organization producing a cultural, historical, arts, ethnic or heritage-
based event or activity or providing a service for the Mercer County arts and
culture community may submit information to the office of Culture &
Heritage at c&hnewsletter@mercercounty.org. Be sure to include a relevant
image and any necessary links when sending information about an event.

Grant Application Assistance:
The following assistance is available to applicants:

e Grant Writing workshops

e Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Workshops

e Individual appointments with staff (following workshops or schedule an
appointment)

e Applicants may make an appointment to discuss any questions or
concerns that might arise during the course of completing the
application, as well as at any other time during the grant cycle.

e Staff members are available by email to answer questions. (see
Division staff contact information, page 1 of these Guidelines.) When
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emailing, include your question(s), a preferred phone number, and
good times to reach you.

Appeal Process:

Organizations may appeal adverse grant decisions if they can demonstrate
that their application was substantively misunderstood or misinterpreted,
based on summary Review Panel comments (available upon request).
Appeals must be in writing and addressed to the Division Chief. Appeals will
be reviewed by a three-member panel of the Cultural & Heritage
Commission. Their ruling will be forwarded to the County administrative staff
and a written report on that ruling will be sent to the applicant.

NOTE: If your organization experiences any significant changes in
staffing, programming or finances after submitting your LAP grant
application but before grants are announced, you must immediately
notify MCC&HC in writing of those changes. Failure to do so could
result in disqualification of the grant application.

Mercer County Legislative & Congressional Districts:

Town - NJ Legislative District
e East Windsor Township - 14
e Ewing Township - 15
e Hamilton Township - 14
e Hightstown Borough - 14
e Hopewell Borough - 15
e Hopewell Township - 15
e Lawrence Township - 15
e Pennington Borough -15
e Princeton - 16
e Robbinsville Township - 14
e Trenton City - 15
e West Windsor Township - 15

Town - U.S. Congressional District
e East Windsor Township — 12
e Ewing Township - 12
e Hamilton Township - 4
e Hightstown Borough - 12
e Hopewell Borough - 12
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Hopewell Township - 12
Lawrence Township — 12
Pennington Borough - 12
Princeton - 12

Robbinsville Township - 4
Trenton City - 12

West Windsor Township - 1



