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	More communities need access to tools and support so they can make their own decisions about how to meet their water, sanitation, and hygiene needs. Currently, in most places, technical support providers have expertise in a limited range of solutions and approaches and are available to apply only those often-inappropriate approaches. Residents, communities, practitioners, and municipalities need a Community Choices Decision-Making Support Tool to help them select, adopt, and maintain the most suitable technologies, financing mechanisms, and management approaches based on their own unique preferences. A Decision-Making Support Tool is an accessible and flexible system that combines information on a user’s situation with information on available technologies and approaches, and then helps a practitioner select the best way to meet their needs. Such a resource will fill a key gap in the effort to meet long-term, global WASH goals. In the first phase of our work, we are conducting a learning effort in West Africa in partnership with the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation and their partners UNICEF and WaterAid. At present our core objective is to initiate shared learning dialogues with West African local governments, practitioners, and NGOS on the needs, opportunities, and challenges of a Community Choices tool; begin to conceptualize a Decision-making support tool in the sector; and discuss the content, user interface, communication and dissemination for an ideal Community Choices Tool in the WASH sector in West Africa.



While provision of improved sanitation services in West Africa has been increasing, over 30 percent of the populations in this region still practice open defecation. (WHO & UNICEF, 2008) Further, there is still a great divide between access to sanitation in urban versus rural areas that does not appear to be closing. Yet, there are numerous approaches to meet WASH needs in this region. Many argue that we have the technologies and solutions we need to solve WASH problems. But, this existing technology and information needs to be made accessible to those who lack water and sanitation.

What is missing in the WASH sector is clear: more communities need access to tools and support so they can make their own decisions about how to meet their water, sanitation, and hygiene needs. Communities often have no place to turn for assistance in learning about and choosing technologies and financial mechanisms in order to make their own informed decisions. According to some experts, information is needed not just to the technologies, but to information on social, economic, and institutional aspects as well. (Manalsuren, 2009) What support is available is often very narrow and limited, focusing on how to implement a particular technology rather than how to choose which technology, economic approach, or institutional structures might be most appropriate. But imagine a village headwoman in Mali armed with information and technical assistance to address her community’s long-standing concerns about childhood deaths from diarrhoea and the lack of a safe place to go to the toilet. Imagine an environmental and spiritual organization in India committed to cleaning the holy Ganges River equipped with a tool to sift through the many options for wastewater treatment to find the best fit for their small city. These scenarios are possible if the wealth of trapped knowledge in the WASH sector is released and channelled to those who most need it.

Where to Start: Release Trapped Knowledge

At the NETSSAF Conference last year Duncan Mara (2008) pointed out that knowledge transfer to the local level is probably the major constraint to the achievement of the MDG sanitation target. He argues that there are enough solutions to meet all the needs, and that the problem is in disseminating information to those who need it. Some projects have already taken aim at this problem. An International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) project is forging community-driven action through direct knowledge transfer by creating a network of five community-based organizations in five countries. (Mulenga 2008) There are challenges with scaling up this approach due to the resource intensive nature of this strategy. 
Mara et. al (2007) assert that the need for dissemination of information doesn’t just apply to communities. They found that far too few professionals (in both developing and industrialized countries) are aware of all the available sanitation options. This directly impacts their effectiveness as consultants, practitioners and planners, making them less able to select the most appropriate sanitation solutions for any given community. Whittington et. al (1998) claim that planners are not flexible in responding to unexpected preferences that drive community demand, but they often have neither the means nor the incentive to do so. However, the study also recognizes that community preferences have to be reconciled with technical expertise in order to determine the most appropriate and sustainable solutions. A Decision-Making Support Tool can take all of these factors into consideration, marrying community preferences with up to date cost, maintenance, and technical information on the entire range of sanitation technologies. 
A Dynamic Solution to Facilitate Community Decision-Making

A Community Choices Decision-Making Support Tool in WASH is a single product that combines information on a user’s given situation with information on available technologies and approaches, and then helps a practitioner select the best option. They are heavily utilized in a variety of sectors, including the medical field. In the WASH sector, such a dynamic tool would help empower and facilitate bottom-up decision-making. Such a tool, taking the form of a written manual, or computer or internet-based program, would consider multiple factors including technical feasibility, compatibility with local socio-cultural practices and preferences, as well as socio-economic factors including willingness and ability to pay. (Mara, D.D. et al 2007) It would compare and contrast different technologies and approaches, including their construction, operation and management, costs, financing, scalability, and institutional requirements. It would also incorporate the special needs of different geographic locations (urban, peri-urban, and rural areas), the need for community involvement, and case studies. It would have an accessible user interface, which includes multiple language capabilities, and be regularly updated. Residents, communities, practitioners, and municipalities need a community-centered Decision-Making Support Tool and a technical-support system to help them select, adopt, and maintain the most suitable technologies, financing mechanisms, and management approaches as they address the interconnected factors of water supply, drinking water treatment, sanitation, wastewater treatment, and hygiene.

Our analysis and conversations with current practitioners uncovered that the creation of an effective Community Choices Tool solved only half of the problem. Practitioners cannot use a Decision-Making Support Tool that they do not know about or to which they lack easy access. Effective dissemination is key to the success of a decision-making tool. In addition, a Community Choices Tool should be supplemented with in-country education and workshops to inform potential users about where to find the tool and how to use it. Lastly, making technical support teams available in each region can dramatically improve the implementation and uptake of new technologies, and help them troubleshoot problems during operation. 
Key Gaps in WASH Support Resources

The most comprehensive information supporting the need for an effective and comprehensive Community Choices Tool—including technological and financial aspects—was outlined in Pacific Institute’s analysis of existing tools (www.pacinst.org/reports/WASH_tool/index.htm). The authors of the analysis conducted an assessment of 120 existing support resources, including books, manuals, and websites, as well as an in-depth evaluation of the 18 support resources that most closely resembled decision-making tools. Most of these resources were created to guide practitioners through the implementation of a specific solution. But given the various economic, social, and ecological conditions practitioners must weigh, they first need assistance selecting the most appropriate solution. Because of the number of gaps in any one available tool, practitioners are unable to evaluate appropriate solutions adequately and easily. The analysis indicated that existing support resources fail to serve WASH practitioners adequately, especially in the following areas:

Economics/Cost - Addressing cost and economics effectively would require up-to-date information on the costs of materials, construction, and ongoing maintenance of various technologies and approaches, as well as provide details on these costs in different regions. Economic analyses of different technologies were consistently out-of-date or absent from the support resources reviewed, and only half of those support resources incorporated cost information.

Financing - WASH sector practitioners need an unbiased assessment of all the different approaches for securing capital for their projects. They need to be able to evaluate whether their community can and should apply for microfinance, pursue community bank lending, develop a local bond market, or pursue other options. We did not find a support resource that compared the applicability of various financing approaches based on the technology selected and the community’s institutional environment, local economy, or personal wealth.

Social Implications - We did not find any resources that systematically consider the potential social implications of specific technologies and funding schemes. For example, there isn’t a tool that will allow users to analyze social factors including local control over resources, end-user ability to pay, social cohesion, resource conflict, and impacts on different age groups and genders.

Regional Specificity - An effective decision-making support tool should account for regional variations. Evaluating soil, temperature, institutional landscape, social structure, cultural practices, and other regional characteristics can help determine successful WASH solutions and avoid the selection of inappropriate technologies.

Appropriate User Interface - Although they greatly facilitate the decision-making process, effective user interfaces are generally missing from current support resources, with the exception of WAWTTAR. An appropriate user interface would allow practitioners to input their needs, details about local conditions, water quality and availability data, and wastewater treatment needs, and then be presented with options on how to address their challenges.

Information Access - For practitioners who do have adequate access to the Internet, a number of useful support resources are available, although several will need to be used together in order to give practitioners the full range of options and assessment methods. While even remote rural sites are gaining some form of Internet access, those who have gained access may still find it unreliable or inadequate for downloading large files. As a result, hard copy documents will continue to be an important option in many areas for some years to come. Further, the limited diversity of available languages limits the use of these support resources in some regions.

Comprehensive Directory - Technology choices in the field are rarely made after navigating an online support resource or a book on technology options. Collaborating with those who have implemented or developed the technology allows the practitioner to feel confident that their questions and concerns have been addressed before implementing a new system. A comprehensive directory would include WASH professionals, organizations, and individuals, by country and by region, making it easier for practitioners to find someone who speaks his or her language and is familiar with their particular local area.

Scalability and Replicability - Information on the necessary conditions for scaling up or replicating particular approaches is an important aspect of a decision-making support tool. Strategies that can be scaled up quickly or are easily replicated in other communities may be particularly attractive to donors, aid agencies, and multilateral organizations. Information on the pitfalls of scaling up or replication, and strategies to guard against these potential challenges, are equally important. None of the reviewed support resources provides the necessary information on scalability and replicability to allow practitioners to compare the appropriateness of different technologies and approaches.

Evaluation and Monitoring - A decision-making support tool should provide information on the technology’s long-term effectiveness. Evaluation and monitoring of the success and long-term sustainability of different technologies, approaches, and projects provides important information for practitioners who seek to implement similar projects in their communities.

Hygiene Approaches - The WHO estimates that hygiene interventions are more effective than interventions in water supply or sanitation, reducing diarrhoea morbidity by 45 percent. Yet hygiene approaches are particularly sensitive to variations in cultural norms and educational approaches. None of the resources evaluated provide a detailed comparison of different approaches to hygiene education and promotion.

Further, some very good tools have been launched since the release of Pacific Institute’s analysis of existing tools, but these tools are still not flexible enough to address the various aspects of a community’s problems. The Compendium of Sanitation Systems and Technologies (Tilley et. al, 2008) is a good single sourcebook (available for download in PDF) for information on tried and tested sanitation technologies. It outlines the pros and cons of each technology, and provides brief description of health aspects, and maintenance. However, as a single source, it doesn’t provide information that would empower a community to take the additional step to help them implement and finance a particular technology they choose. The Compendium is one facet of the 10-step multi-sector and multi-actor participatory planning process, called the Household Centered Environmental Sanitation (HCES) planning approach, which, when considered in total, covers a few of the areas discussed above. However, these steps do not exist as one single tool and only address sanitation.

Another new tool, which gets even closer to an ideal Community Choices Tool, but lacks an effective user interface, is the NETSSAF (2008) Participatory Planning Approach, A tutorial for sustainable sanitation planning. The NETSSAF tutorial is a great interim step. Focused on sanitation and wastewater treatments solutions for West Africa, it provides pros and cons of a host of technologies, evaluation and monitoring, comprehensive guidance on community involvement, a directory of practitioners, case studies, and some limited information on maintenance and financial planning. On the other hand, it doesn't really guide non-experts through a decision-making process; it provides all of the information all at once rather than based on a user’s input or selection of information. The user is thus inundated with information throughout use, rather than narrowing down information based on preferences or options based on user inputs. Further, the information is provided in multiple PDF and Microsoft Office documents, so not only are there long lists of options, but in order to look at detailed information about each, the user must access multiple documents. Lastly, while the tutorial has a very user-friendly appearance, it lacks a dynamic user interface that is interactive, guides the user through a process, and provides tailored solutions based on information the user has supplied.

The Goal: Community-Driven Choices

While the concept of a Decision-Making Support Tool isn’t new, providing it to those facing otherwise seemingly insurmountable water supply, treatment and sanitation challenges is. According to Zurbrügg and Tilley (2008) specific information provided at the local level is what helps to determine the most appropriate solutions. The importance of community-based, demand-driven approaches in development projects, including those in the WASH sector, has been well researched and discussed, including showing that there can be unexpected benefits beyond selection of appropriate technologies. (e.g. Whittington et. al, 1993; Whittington et. al, 2000; UN-ESA, 2006; Mara et. al, 2007) Decision-Making Support Tools utilize site-specific information to help communities identify the most appropriate arrangements and make informed choices to help them improve their own lives, filling a key gap in the effort to meet long-term, global WASH goals.

Addressing the gaps in existing resources could lead to the development of a comprehensive WASH Decision-Making Support Tool. When paired with a support system, such a tool could help practitioners successfully and efficiently implement the appropriate technologies and strategies to meet the water, sanitation, and hygiene needs of underserved areas around the world. The tool would be complimented by a comprehensive and ongoing dissemination and support system, including regional workshops; on-call technical support teams; and long-term support for on-the-ground experts, including financing, community, and technical support.

The Community Choices Tool project addresses all people without water and sanitation worldwide. Those without water and sanitation are often the poorest and most vulnerable, and they are not isolated to one region in the world. But there is also an important need to focus on West Africa, as some of the greatest needs for increased effort to provide water and sanitation are found here. The learning effort currently underway in Ghana will provide more detailed and up-to-date information on the needs, challenges, and opportunities for this tool in West Africa and beyond, and will be incorporated into the final presentation as well as the modelling of the tool. During our presentation, we will demonstrate potential platforms, interfaces, and structures for the Community Choices Tool. We will be soliciting feedback from the gathered practitioners on what is most needed to aid their decision-making process, and allow them to support communities in their sanitation decisions. 

Next Steps: Toward a Community Choices Tool In WASH

While sub-Saharan Africa is the first location that we are getting broad based input to design the Community Choices Tool, the broader process to develop a Community Choices Tool will involve detailed shared learning dialogues in three international regions in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where we will also conduct pilot implementation. Beyond these three regions, our goal is to propagate this model through wide-scale dissemination of the Community Choices Decision-Making Support Tool and by spreading support centers to additional regions. 

The proposed objectives of the Community Choices project are to:

· Develop a Decision-Making Support Tool that combines information on a user’s given situation with information on available solutions, and then helps a practitioner select the best way to meet their needs. The Tool will incorporate the needs, preferences, and perspectives of communities in Africa, Asia, and Latin America; and be tested in these three regions through pilot implementation.
· Establish and secure on-going financing for three regional technical support centers. These will serve as models for developing additional centers. Through this project, we will find an international institutional home that will help propagate and sustain financing for existing and additional centers. 
The process to create the tool and technical support centers will require the expertise and collaboration of numerous organizations, some of whom have been identified, and others with whom conversations are currently underway. The Pacific Institute will be the lead organization. In a six-month planning phase, we will obtain feedback from and develop partnerships with key sectoral stakeholders, identify opportunities to leverage ongoing and upcoming projects and needs in the WASH sector, and develop a structure for the Steering Committee and Collaborative Project Team. Phase I will ramp up the collaboration of organizations, evaluate and choose three communities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America to participate, conduct a needs assessment for technical support centers, and develop systems for management, communication and accountability. Phase II will conduct Shared Learning Dialogues in the three communities. Phase III will design and populate the tool with data and information and build the concept of technical support groups in three regions. In Phase IV, we will ground test the tool and technical support centers through pilot projects with our CBO partners and conduct wide-scale dissemination and outreach. Phase V will conduct ongoing dissemination and maintenance systems, and institutionalize the regional support centers. We are currently in the process of obtaining funding for the Community Choices Project. 

The project is a unique opportunity for collaboration in the WASH sector. The Community Choices Tool, as one synthesized resource, will extend and improve the numerous tools and resources already available, as well as provide solutions for unaddressed needs, especially in the area of hygiene promotion. If technology solutions, planning processes, construction details, maintenance instructions, financial mechanisms, and methodologies for all WASH needs are provided through one flexible source which is disseminated widely and thoroughly, then short-term uptake, effectiveness, and long-term sustainability can all be achieved. Success here can also help transform the standard for numerous forms of international assistance into community-based, ground-up approaches, at a time when such a transformation may be especially possible. This program will demonstrate how quickly the right knowledge, technology, and support systems can improve tens of millions of lives and spur continued successes in the WASH sector on all continents. 
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