THE COMMUNITY OPTIONS ASSESSMENT AND INVESTMENT TOOLKIT (COAITTM)
: THE IRM APPROACH TO SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

In response to the constraints of prevailing participatory approaches, Innovative Resources Management (IRM) has taken the lead in developing a methodology called the Community Options Assessment and Investment Toolkit, or ‘COAIT’.   COAITTM builds on the effective participatory principles and information-gathering techniques underpinning an earlier generation of PRA tools.   However, COAITTM significantly revises and extends PRA tools to create a participatory process not only for preliminary assessment or planning, but also for many aspects of program implementation.  Rather than an initial consultation, COAITTM offers a way to create mechanisms that ensure stakeholder participation for the duration of the conventional project cycle and much beyond it.   

COAITTM builds on the assumption that communities tend to choose sustainable livelihood options when they are adequately informed of the costs and benefits likely to result from the other (often unsustainable) options available to them.  An equally important premise of COAITTM is that communities can be enabled to develop analytical skills that reinforce and greatly enhance their ability to understand and act on various opportunities.  In most cases, this requires helping communities to generate information about the economic, social and environmental context in which any local development will take place.   

Beyond actively soliciting information from local communities for project planning purposes, COAITTM seeks to mobilize communities around the twin goals of improved management of natural resources and enhanced livelihoods.  To reach that goal, COAITTM creates a structured process of stakeholder identification, institutional assessment, participatory resource mapping, natural product inventorying and participatory cost/benefit and risk analysis.  These steps not only provide essential information, but also establish the basis for community participation and group decision-making in the development of appropriate responses to sustainable development challenges.  

To build in participation and sustainability, IRM follows a horizontal approach, which promotes greater collaboration among stakeholders, leading to more productive negotiations and collaborations between potential partners.  This horizontal approach recognizes the continuing relevance of traditional knowledge and resource management systems, together with the importance of other types of information about resource bases, to make objective, fully informed decisions.   When communities are able to determine the resources and strengths that they “already have” and objectively assess this potential, they are then in a position to identify key needed resources and knowledge, to form commercial links with outsiders, and to produce and market chosen livelihood options.

COAITTM promotes the social sustainability of development activities by facilitating and creating the capacity for a consensus-based process to identify local priorities, the resources available for responding to them, and appropriate stakeholder roles and responsibilities.  COAITTM also supports the social, institutional and management strategies that participants themselves have identified as appropriate.  This greatly increases the likelihood that community buy-in and participation will continue once the project is underway and the role of COAITTM community facilitators has been reduced.  When that point is reached, the objective for COAITTM becomes assisting communities in designing, participating in, and monitoring project processes.   

HOW COAITTM WORKS

COAITTM is carried out in three distinct phases: information gathering, analysis and comparison of options, and finally, the implementation of development activities.  In the first phase, information about local community resources and management systems is gathered through participatory mapping, natural resource inventories, market analysis, and the assessment of local resource management systems.  The second phase helps communities to select from available development options through a facilitated process of participatory cost/benefit analysis and comparison between livelihood options.  The final stage – implementation – involves the development of prospectuses including business and resource management plans.   In most cases, implementation also includes leveraging resources by creating partnerships with other agencies, businesses and stakeholders.   These partnerships are essential to the synergies needed for development activities at the community and business levels.  

PROGRAM EXPERIENCES WITH COAITTM
COAITTM was first applied within the framework of USAID's Central Africa Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE) project in the Congo Basin.  COAITTM was used in CARPE to generate prospectus' that present communities’ priorities, explain the logic behind proposed activities, and document their feasibility.  Perhaps most importantly, COAITTM prospectuses describe how proposed activities can result in improved community resource management and sustainable enterprise development.   IRM feels that these prospectuses will prove to be the basis for negotiating viable land use plans involving communities, government and the private sector. 


Currently, IRM utilizes the COAITTM methodology in:

· Congo Basin Forest Partnership  (CBFP), formerly CARPE, where IRM collaborates with local communities to strengthen the capacity of community-level management to promote balanced approaches to biodiversity conservation and community development within two Central African landscapes – (Landscape #7: Lac Tele-Lac Tumba Swamp Forest Landscape and Landscape #10: Maiko and Kahuzi-Biega National Parks, Tanya Nature Reserve and Itombe Massif).

· Congo Livelihood and Food Security Program (CLIFS), which seeks to enhance livelihood and food security for the Congolese farming families and communities; 

· Uganda’s Productive Resource Investments for Managing the Environment (PRIME) which seeks to expand sustainable economic opportunities in Western Uganda while conserving its biodiversity.  IRM has lead role in community-based natural resource management, including protected area management, participatory mapping, and building local capacity to negotiate outside investments;  

· The Mountain Institute’s sustainable development efforts in Nepal and Peru through small business development and improved forest grassland management; and
· Madagascar’s Eco-Regional Initiative project that promotes alternatives to slash & burn practices.  

For more information on COAITTM please visit our organization’s website at www.irmgt.com.  Innovative Resources Management (IRM) is a non-profit 501(c)3 organization based in Washington, DC.  IRM works with local communities in developing countries to effectively respond to the complex challenges of sustainable development.  
� IRM is seeking a trademark on COAITTM in order to retain oversight on its quality control during use.  COAITTM will not be sold, and will be freely available through IRM at www.irmgt.com





