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Summary
The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) is initiating a project that will be done in two distinct phases. 

In the first phase, an expert group will develop a Request for Applications and specific criteria for evaluating the proposals in the area of commons and semi-commons strategies in different research and applications areas to stimulate economic development in less developed countries. That work would take approximately three months. After the deadline for proposal submission, those same experts will review of the submissions and rank the proposals and make their recommendations to the USAID. That activity will last approximately one month.

A second phase, lasting intermittently for the duration of the selected projects, will assess the results and progress of the approved projects on an annual basis. 
Background
Since the dawn of the WorldWideWeb and especially over the past decade or so, significant advances have been made in the development of open access and open source models for a variety of basic and applied research and development (R&D) objectives. In the data and information arena, national and global digital networks have been used in novel ways on a fully open or semi-open consortium basis, accentuating the public-good characteristics of digital information. Examples of such models online include: open source software; open access literature (either freely available for common use from the publisher or self archived in institutional or thematic repositories); open access community data centers (either centralized or federated, and from a single source, contributed, or crowdsourced); distributed grid computing for thematic applications; and emerging open knowledge environments that combine these different information models and types in commons or semi-commons portals.
Similarly, there have been numerous models and examples of open source technology approaches employing techniques such as crowdsourcing of inventions or technological solutions to well-defined problems, which might be stimulated by a prize. They also might include the open licensing of technological tools for enhancing research, and the sharing of various materials in public repositories to help stimulate access to them for broad research and applications.
A variety of participants from both the public and private sectors, or in public-private partnerships (PPPs), have used these approaches in different combinations. The fully open access or open source approaches in both the information and technology spheres usually have been collaborative efforts of research or thematic communities (e.g., software, public sector information, and non-economic research such as astronomy or atmospheric sciences, among others). 
Semi-commons are more proprietary and serve as club-good mechanisms to achieve common goals, usually by industry collaborators or PPPs. These have been done mostly in the biomedical arena, although other examples exist and can be similarly organized
The proven benefits of open commons arrangements have included: low-cost provision of community knowledge resources, especially upstream research inputs; reduction of duplication of efforts and funding (particularly from public sources); enabling transparency and the independent verification of results; promotion of spillover or serendipitous effects, including facilitating other applications, such as education; promoting interdisciplinary, inter-sectoral, and international research; the transfer factual information to and promote capacity building in developing countries; and the broad enhancement of the returns on investment, whether public or private.
Semi-commons can also garner these benefits, albeit on a more limited basis. However, they can achieve other positive outcomes, such as more efficient use of human and knowledge resources to enhance commercial products or services. 
Costs or drawbacks that have been encountered by both commons and semi-commons include: enhanced risk of failure from insufficient planning and incentives for participants; the commercialization of the results; and attracting sufficient capital for sustainability of the project, especially over the long term. Of course, the goal of any commons or semi-commons approaches should be to support the benefits and minimize the barriers.
Plan of Action
A group of volunteer experts, supported by knowledgeable staff, can be assembled to help USAID develop an RFA that targets commons or semi-commons approaches for stimulating greater economic and social development in target countries and in well-defined subject matter areas. That same group can develop criteria for evaluating the proposals that are submitted. The criteria would include technical, scientific, economic, organizational, legal, and socio-cultural aspects. The experts would then be reassembled upon USAIDs receipt of proposals, and would help evaluate the submitted proposals, based on the criteria developed earlier, in consultation with the USAID. The work would last about three months on the front end and one month on the back end.
In a second phase, another group of volunteer experts would examine the results of the approved projects, using the information submitted by the projects and through interviews with the project leaders and the cognizant USAID staff. That phase would be conducted intermittently, perhaps every year or at the end of each project, and would last about three months in each instance.
