DISCUSS THE RELEVANCE OF THE CONCEPT OF “TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS” TO STRATEGIES OF ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT AT LOCAL/ INTERNATIONAL LEVEL, ILLUSTRATING YOUR ANSWER WITH EXAMPLES FROM THE LITERATURE, WHEREVER POSSIBLE.

INTRODUCTION:

Environment and its conservation are a global concern today. Every other day, there are reports about destruction of natural resources that will ruin both the earth and man. Preface to the “Declaration on Human Environment” adopted at the United Nations Conference on Human Environment at Stockholm in June 1972 makes environmental preservation the responsibility of all citizens and communities and of enterprises and institutions at every level, all sharing equally towards a common effort (Abe, 1987). Emphasis is on exploiting earth’s resources in a sustainable way – meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, quoted in Elliott, 1994). Problem arises when right-to-use is either unspecified or is not enforced (Grima & Berkes, 1992). We find that preservation of natural resources is difficult because they are governed by multiple property regimes , Different types of property regimes are open-access, communal, state and private property. and there is hardly a natural resource that can be bracketed with one type of property regime. More often, it is a combination of more than one (Berkes & Farvar, 1992). Different models have been developed to elaborate and rationalise the issue. One of the most famous one is “The Tragedy of the Commons” associated with Hardin (1968).

The essay is about the concept of tragedy of the commons and its relevance in local and international context. It defines commons and discusses the propriety of Hardin’s assumptions. Later it goes on to analyse how far this model is appropriate in understanding environmental management issues. It also presents some alternative management strategies that can contribute in solving environmental problems.

TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS:

Ostrom (1992: 30) defines Commons or common-pool resources as:

a natural or man-made resource system that is sufficiently large to make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude potential benefits from its use.

The term “tragedy of the commons” became popular with Hardin’s (1968) seminal essay of the same name. Hardin was not the first man to use this term; long before him, Aristotle had observed:

what is common to the greatest number has the least care bestowed upon it. Everyone thinks chiefly of his own, hardly at all of the common interest. (Politics, Book II, Ch. 3)

Likewise, Hobbes, Lloyd (1977), Gordon (1954) also talked about the commons and problems accompanying it.

In “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Hardin (1968) argues that the private benefit of grazing an additional animal on a common range exceeds the private cost because the cost of maintaining the rangeland is shifted onto the group as a whole. This model has come to symbolise degradation of natural resources whenever many individuals use a common resource. 

This concept has been used to denote various sets of problems. Using the metaphor of overgrazing, Hardin (1968) associates it with the general problem of over-population. Different authors have used it to describe problems as diverse as the Sahelian famine (Picardi & Seifert, 1977), firewood crisis in the third world (Norman, 1984 & Thomson, 1977), the problems of acid rain (Wilson, 1985), and urban crime (Neher, 1978) etc. Ostrom (1992) concludes that if all these interpretations are valid, then most resources of the world are subject to the possibility of tragedy of the commons. Rayner (1993: 3) equates the concept of commons with “ecological dependence” The challenge is to manage global environmental resources in a situation where industrial development and land use changes are occurring at an unprecedented scale..

Other influential models, the prisoner’s dilemma game and logic of collective action, also work on the same premise as tragedy of the commons. Basic assumption of these models is that man being a ‘rational actor’ has well-formed and logical preferences. He is a “rational utility maximiser” (Dunleavy, 1991: 31), who ensures maximum possible benefits at minimum costs. The dilemma occurs when individual rational strategies lead to collective irrational outcomes. Self-interest being the supreme motive, it tends to override all other considerations for the group. In the logic of collective action (Olson, 1965), unless some coercive force exists or some other special device is used, rational self-interested individuals will not act to achieve their common or group interests. At the heart of these three models is the problem of ‘free-rider’ – when no one can be excluded, everyone is motivated not to contribute to joint effort, but to free-ride on the efforts of others. If this happens, the result is destruction, since no incentive exists for conservation.

By using these concepts(that share a common and basic premise), an image of a helpless man is invoked who is trapped in a web of his own instincts, and is in a continuous process of destroying his natural resources. This trap emanates from the supposition that most of natural resources being indivisible, and everyone having access to them, man is self-maximising his own utility function at the expense of the community. It suggests that man will not co-operate to achieve collective benefits.

PROPRIETY OF THE CONCEPT:

There is an influential school of thought that believes that tragedy of the commons does not apply in all cases. It cannot occur since natural forces prevent animal numbers from increasing without limit. At some stage, after fluctuations, equilibrium will be reached between the number of animals and the carrying capacity of pasture. So it is unlikely that the grazing land will be ruined (Barrett, 1989).

Apart from the above criticism that dismisses the very premise – possibility of man ‘over-exploiting’ natural resources - on which the whole edifice of environmental literature and movement is based, there are others, who accept the environmental degradation as a natural phenomena, but still are critical of Hardin’s theory as a guide to policy making in managing environmental resources. For example, Ciriacy-Wantrup & Bishop (1975) criticise Hardin for not making a distinction between open access and common property. According to Bromely, (1985), open-access depicts a free-for-all circumstance, while common property represents a well-defined set of institutional arrangements in which  concerning who may make use of resources, and who may not; and rules governing how the accepted users should conduct themselves. So it is not every body’s property, as is the case in “open access resource” model. In the case of common property, use-rights of individuals are regulated and delimited. So tragedy of the commons described by Hardin is not likely to occur there. Runge (1986) thinks that if a tragedy occurs, it is not because of common property, but due to the inability of user members to agree on a proportionate share for sustainable use of resource. 

Then, this neo-right approach of taking man as a selfish and rational utility maximiser or homo economicus is not universally valid either. Brennan and Buchanan (1985) put forward three arguments to discard the idea. Their first argument is that the model is generalised and presents only one motive while the real motivation is far more complex and variable. Second, all one should assume from this theory is that individuals consider their interests, whatever they may be, to be different from those of others. They are not necessarily selfish or wealth maximisers. Christ, mother Teresa, kamikaze pilots and voluntary organisations are a proof of that. Their third defence is that since homo economicus seeks to maximise his economic well being, logically he should also advance his personal political interests. But he does not always act like that. These arguments show that rational economic man or homo economicus does not sufficiently describe human behaviour. Lane (1991) who found that when basic standard of living has been achieved by a society, economic factors become far less important has supported this from the results of more than a thousand investigations. Even if for the sake of argument, we accept homo economicus as a valid description of man’s behaviour, this rational man can be made to understand the rationale behind preserving common and shared natural resources. GLOBAL COMMONS MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES:

Rayner describes four global commons strategies. These are:

MANAGING THE COMMONS – the hierarchical strategy:

This strategy means “conscious direction of resources based on explicit analysis of information”. Conservation is preferred so that it can provide sustainable supplies of materials for human use. This is done through the instrument of regulation. This means forcing both public and private to conform to certain standards through legal and administrative means. This is exemplified by rigorous fuel emission standards with large effective penalties. 

PRIVATISTING THE COMMONS – the market strategy:

This strategy moves from open access to the stage of ‘enclosure’ in which access is limited to the few who have the property rights to access. This also involves establishing property rights with socially correct market prices to reflect the true cost of an activity. This allows producers a high level of discretion in dealing with external costs.

TABOOING THE COMMONS – the egalitarian collectivist strategy:

Environment represents a common heritage of mankind and preservation of wilderness is a proclaimed preference. 

SURVIVING THE GLOBAL COMMONS – the fatalist strategy:

Small firms or groups who have lost or are afraid to lose their jobs due to environment conservationist and developing countries who are unable to reduce greenhouse gas emissions follow this strategy.This is something in his own benefit, which logically he should seek to maximise.

ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS:

The issue of conserving common resources is so complex that Ophuls (1973: 229) concluded:

even if we avoid the tragedy of commons, it will only be by recourse to the tragic necessity of Leviathan.

Hardin (1978: 1968) reaches a similar conclusion and finds “the alternative to commons too horrible to contemplate.” What Hardin means from this is that, though tragedy of the commons and other concepts based on the premise of rationality of man as a utility maximiser describe the relationship of man with natural resources, they fail to suggest any conclusive and permanent solution to the complex problem.

A number of solutions have been suggested to avoid tragedy of the commons. The first one is to introduce ‘privatise enterprise system’ suggested by Hardin (1968 & 1978) and others. But it may not be possible to privatise all the commons and introduce individual property rights there. This is true in case of resources like fishing grounds, groundwater basins, grazing areas, irrigation canals, parks, lakes and oceans etc. Even where privatisation is possible, it may not mean dividing up the resource, but handing over its exclusive rights of use and exploitation to a single individual or firm.

The second solution argued by Carruthers & Stoner (1981) and others is to give natural resources under public control and let state regulate the commons. This advice has been followed extensively by third world countries. The logic given is that villagers cannot manage natural resources so as to maintain their productivity. However, in areas where managing natural resources has been a phenomenon for generations, nationalisation may be construed as expropriation. People may not prefer nationalisation as a policy option. In that case, the state acting as a regulator and an enforcer may have to use repression when people are unwilling to accept change in institutional set up, or when people are unwilling to forego their property rights in favour of the state. This will result in a situation similar to Hobbes’s Leviathan.

It may not be possible for the central authority to have complete information, or coercive right to act as it wills. This will fail the very purpose of nationalisation. In the absence of an enforcing framework or complete information, state intervention will be a complete fiasco.
Adding to that is the problem of implementation. Guards who are employed to protect natural resources from ‘predators’ are paid so low salaries that they accept bribes. Result is that a resource that prior to nationalisation had limited access and was commonly though informally ‘owned’ by a community, becomes an open access resource. It is open to exploitation without restriction. 

Moreover, sectoral and functional administrative structure in developing countries is such that it grinds to a halt whenever the system encounters a problem like environmental decline, which is integrated and broad in nature, and involves the intervention of more than one department or ministry. Baker (1989) calls this an ‘administrative trap’. 

There is considerable dysfunction between the nature of ecological problems and the problem-solving structures within the public arena.

Khator et al (1992) also refer to the presence of ‘administrative trap’ but think that it is more organisational and “cultural trap” than an administrative one. Thus public control is no solution to the problem.

The third strategy mentioned by Rayner (1993) and Homewood & Rodgers (1989) is “tabooing the commons.” This strategy means placing certain specific ecosystems outside the domain of human activity. It has its origins in America (Cousins, 1995) when certain areas have been declared national parks, and human interference has either been completely restricted or at least officially regulated and controlled. The premise of this model is that man being an exploiter of natural resource is hostile to it and should be kept away from it. This solution also emerges from the realisation that both public regulation and private control of natural resources have failed to solve the problem of degradation of the commons. So they should be made a ‘forbidden place’ for man.

This strategy also implies that systems like emission permits are tantamount to licence to pollute and are not acceptable at any cost. The fourth strategy Rayner (1993) calls “surviving the global commons.” This represents a backlash against craze for preserving (tabooing) the environment. It believes in the biblical notion that man shall have dominion over the earth and everything on earth is for him to exploit. Blaikie (1985) uses a different terminology. He calls these strategies socialist utopian, populism, rational policy-making, and authoritarianism.“Surviving the commons” is a reaction to the previous extremist view that puts certain natural resources outside man’s domain. This takes the argument to the other limit and makes natural resource ‘subservient’ (in a biblical sense) to man. This model does not see degradation and over-exploitation of natural resources as a dilemma and predicament, but accepts it as a natural and periodic phenomenon.

All these strategies imply that institutional change should come, but it can only be imposed from outside and can not come from the inside. In all these models, two problems are important - that of commitment and monitoring. Why any actor should follow the rules and what mechanism exists for punishing those who do not?
It is not easy to adopt any of these models unless a proper strategy is adopted for achieving consensus on national and international level. The first one is the “realist model” of international decision-making associated with Niebuhr (1949) and Morganthau (1974). According to this model, individual nation states, acting in their own self-interest, determine their policy agendas in accordance with their customs and laws. These governments then come together and generate an international consensus. The second is the “regime model” and is associated with Young (1982). In this model, different groups compete and lobby for their interests. Communication between these competing groups at times cuts across national boundaries resulting in some sort of shared understanding of issues. The third is the “polycentric model” in which different institutional actors reach a consensus without necessarily involving nation states in the process. This is a loosely coupled network free to act and innovate on its own . Network of European local authorities concentrating on reduction in global warming is an example in this case (Wynne, 1993). All these strategies show the extent of cultural diversity, and concern the interests of institutions and nations. These models are not intended to address the problems faced by individuals, and even when they do, these solutions do not stem from the polity itself.

Ostrom (1992) presents an alternative solution. This is based on a co-operative strategy in which different actors voluntarily bind themselves to a ‘self-drafted’ contract. People own the contract, because it has its roots in the group that is facing the problem. It does not aim to set the institution right, but develops its own institutions. It does not rely on the directions of a distant public servant who is making decisions on the basis of sketchy and incomplete information. Rather, this self-financed and self-imposed contract allows the members to exercise greater control over decision-making. It is their self-interest that entitles them to monitor the enforcement of rules, and punish anyone who infringes them. This model is not uniform; it differs from situation to situation and place to place. It makes no distinction between private and public but is rather a mixture of the two. 

Lane & Swift (1989) also support this model. Buck (1992) also advocates co-operative management in the use of common resources. But she does not confine her discussion to co-operation at community level but expands the idea to regional or “bay” level where large number of communities get together to preserve a common resource for the common benefit of all.

Redclift (1992) using the same principle introduces the incentive of market. He emphasises the need to concentrate on strategies and choices that involve the rural poor and give them incentive to preserve the environment. Amboseli National Park, Kenya is one such example, in which an effort has been made to make the interests of residents and the preservation of environment almost synonymous. This has been made possible through allocating some percentage of income to the village communities (Lindsay, 1989).

Such solutions can be formal and informal depending on the legal and constitutional regime prevalent in the country. At times, such self-regulatory bodies have legal sanction from the state. Even when they do not enjoy such status and their existence remains informal in the eyes of law, voluntary participation of members still makes them powerful enough to enforce rules.

Lawry (1990) and Murphree (1993) make pertinent points when they talk about the some limitations of this model. Lawry suggests that this has proved inadequate when there is pressure on the resources. This pressure can be due to population growth, technological change, national economic integration and decline in the political legitimacy of local institutions. Murphree (1993) points out the critical importance of the size of user groups. A small size will make the group more cohesive, conforming to the same cultural values and rules. It will also reduce the transaction cost. Wade (1987) also refers to some factors, which are important in collective action: they are resources, technology, urelations between resources and users:sers’ survivability, users’ knowledge, their  Characteristic of userssize, boundaries, relative power of sub-groups, existing arrangements for discussion of common problems, bonds of extent to which users are bound by mutual obligations, and rNoticibility elations between users and the state.

However, it is not possible to adopt any model rooted in society without understanding the dynamics of a society and its culture. According to Guggenheim & Spears (1991), models of social structure and social organisation implicitly under-gird all development models. The reason they fail is mostly because they do not grasp basic social organisational issues governing resource management and behavioural changes in local practice. Guggenheim & Spears (1991) identify four basic social organisational issues that should be given importance at the time of developing projects. The first is social units of analysis. Family, which is a basic decision-making unit and corporate kinship groups in a village hierarchy are important. Second, the internal structure of the domestic group must be understood as it reflects who does what. Third, internal social dynamics play a tremendously important role in determining the acceptability of a project intervention. Many of the failures of community woodlots in rural India have been attributed to a poor understanding of failure to understand internal social dynamics of a village. Fourth, external linkages between the local community and the regional or national society should be given importance.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Despite its flaws, empirical evidence around the world shows the success of co-operative and self-regulatory model based on community participation.

Ostrom (1992) refers to the case study of Alanya, Turkey as a good example of self-governed common-property arrangement. Rules have been developed and institutionalised by the participants themselves and are monitored and enforced by them. Similarly, she discusses four cases of Törbel in Switzerland, three villages in Japan, huerta irrigation institutions in different cities of Spain and Zanjera irrigation communities in the Philippines.

Unfortunately, developing world cannot offer many such examples. There are very few cases where traditional organisations have continued to exist. This is mainly due to the colonial rule that dispossessed the colonised societies of all extant formal and informal organisational structures and disconnected them from their past. existence of such examples in developing countries can be attributed to the failure of state implementation.

Alissoutin (1997) refers to the example of pond management in Senegal where legal and institutional framework developed by the central government agencies do not take into account the on ground realities, but are not enforced either. Laws (the Water Code) are enacted on the advice of western experts who are unaware of local arrangements and order. These laws are such that the local people and even the street level state officials are not aware of them. Due to poor implementation and monitoring mechanism, they are not enforced and exist on paper only. This becomes a blessing in disguise, since local people continue with their old traditional practices for exploitation and preservation of natural resources. He concludes that local people are conscious of their needs, and safety precautions taken by them may not be ideal, but still are sufficient to protect them.

Bruce (1989) refers to the practice of Sudanese governments that have resorted to the nationalisation and bureaucratisation of unoccupied and unregistered land. This land is then leased on nominal rents. This leasehold system is consistent with ‘indigenous’ and ‘traditional’ tenure model and recognises tribal or other community interest in land. Thus state has become successor to the tribal leader. Despite this arrangement, it has interfered with the existing distribution of goods and money flows.

However, there are scores of examples where NGOs have worked wonders despite quite pervasive bureaucratisation of the society. By employing participatory approach, they facilitate the process of awareness and change. They can be found in the urban areas (Khan, 1991) as well rural areas (Thompson, 1995) to quote a few among so many.

Whether the examples come from the developed countries or the developing world; whether they pertain to age-old co-operative associations or new ones developed under the aegis of NGOs, they are based on similar principles. Ostrom analyses many case studies across different nations and concludes that they share certain common principles:

· There are clearly-defined boundaries who have rights to partake in the common natural resource base,

· Extensive norms have evolved that describe proper behaviour.

· There is collective-choice arrangement that allows participation in modifying operational rules,

· There is individual as well collective monitoring mechanism,

· Graduated sanctions are applied on those who violate the operational rules,

· State recognises the rights of these bodies to organise and make rules,

Though specific operational rules differ in accordance with the attributes of physical systems, cultural views of the world and economic, political and social milieu, all these examples are based on the principle of volunteerism, co-operation and mutual trust. Gibbs & Bromley (1992) also subscribe to this point of view when they say that common property right regimes are based in a set of accepted social norms for the sustainable and interdependent use of collective goods.

CREATING AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT:

Though, co-operative model of development and conservation presented by Ostrom can survive without state intervention and support, an enabling environment created by the state will give it legal sanctity and validity. Unfortunately, most of the developing countries have not supported such activity. 

Case studies show that two sets of contrasting tenure rules – statutory and customary – co-exist in pastoral areas. In most of the cases, there exists a dichotomy between the two because the central rule-making authorities are not aware of the local and customary rules. So there is a need for more clear understanding and documentation of customary rules about pastureland use. Effort should be made to . On the basis of a better understanding of customary tenure rules and of implications of national statutory provisions, there is a need to explore and define the options for reconciling and integrating the two. If pastoral groups are to defend their rights and manage their lands better, they must be educated and informed about different legal avenues open to them and they should learn to take advantage of existing machinery (Lane & Swift, 1989).

Cousins (1995) also refers to the important relationship between the state and local-level user groups that can make a natural resource management work. It is for the state to formulate an appropriate legal framework, giving legal identity to common property arrangements. This means rolling back the frontiers of the state and empowering administrative set up at a local level. Lindsay (1989) refers to this partnership when in Amboseli, Kenya, state recognises the rights of local people over the natural resource and both work in partnership. Fisheries Law of 1949 gives individual members of Japanese fisheries co-operative association bona fide right to use of “sea area” under its jurisdiction. A co-operative also acts as an intermediate organisation that links the central and perfectural governments with individual fishermen (Ruddle, 1992). Besides facilitating co-operative community based movement, state can also contribute by avoiding introducing economically unjustified development projects or policies (Goodland et al, 1992).

But the question is if local-level management systems can be made to work, why are they not promoted? The answer lies in the self-interest on the part of state managers who will lose their jobs and promotion prospects, if this happens. This constitutes a very real impediment to progressive change. The Caribou case study presented by Freeman (1992) elaborates the point. Little & Brokensha (1989) give further reasons for the f It also means facilitating and investing in institutional capacity building at local level. This may not be an easy task. Traditionally, such institutions may take centuries to develop, but with the aid and facilitation of state, this time can be reduced.

ailure of traditional framework in managing the commons:

1. transfer of decision-making from local and tribal position to the level of state;

2. uneven distribution of wealth and evolution of a non-egalitarian society in which decision-making power is concentrated in the hands of a few; 

3. increased commercialisation resulting in outside interference; and

4. demographic pressure on almost stagnant resources.

CONCLUSION:

Whether it is soil erosion or environmental conservation, the issue arises from fundamental structures in society (Blaikie, 1985). So the problem cannot be seen in isolation, nor is it possible to change the society from without. The experience shows that all such efforts have failed miserably. However, it is change in structure and psyche of the society as a whole that can help solve the problem.

There will always be conflict of interest between users and conservationists, insiders and outsiders. This conflict has become complex and difficult to manage due to the problems of scale, changes all over the world in values and cultures, and preference for immediate and long term benefits (Strum, 1994 & Wright, 1994). However, If conservation strategies are to succeed, adaptability and change are the two keywords that can synthesise the strategies of the conservationists and users for community level conservation efforts (Western, 1994).

The good sign is that there has developed a widespread consensus that ‘sustainable development’ (conservation being an essential part of it) should be based on local-level solutions derived from community initiatives.The paper highlights the central role of institutions in mediating the relationships between environment and society, where institutions are understood as regularised patterns of behaviour between individuals and groups in society. It implies that policy makers can and should judge between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ institutions, current approaches to community-based sustainable management may also reinforce socially or even ecologically undesirable outcomes by operating under false assumptions. Broadly based citizen participation in the process of environmental problem-framing and problem- solving is what is required in the first place, and thereby in defining and negotiating particular solutions is more likely to lead processes worthy of the epithet ‘sustainable development’ (Leach et al, 1997). However, there is also a growing perception that the practical implementation of what is termed ‘community-based sustainable development’ often falls short of expectations.
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