
Treating the Commons



Common Pool Resources

The term "common-pool resource" refers to a natural or man-made re  source system that is sufficiently large as to make it 
costly (but not impos sible) to exclude potential beneficiaries from obtaining benefits from its use.

(Ostrom, 1990)



A Badiouian Syllogism

1. A body is that which investigates/treats the logical/spatial structure of the world
2. The commons are the site of the logical/spatial structure for the political-economic world*
3. The subjectivized body investigates/treats the commons point-by-point

* in the multilayered (Karatani-Badiou) schema - TC
BA



Tragedy of the Commons

- Aristotle
- Hobbes
- Mancur Olson
- Garrett Hardin

- i.e. considering the commons as a prisoner’s dilemma



Neither the firm nor the state

Tragedy of the Commons

Theory of the firm (Capital) Theory of the State (Leviathan)

?



Common Pool Resources

At the most general level, the problem facing CPR appropriators is one of organizing: how to change the situation from one in 
which appropria tors act independently to one in which they adopt coordinated strategies to obtain higher joint benefits or reduce 
their joint harm. That does not necessarily mean creating an organization. Organizing is a process; an organization is the 
result of that process. An organization of individuals who constitute an ongoing enterprise is only one form of organization that 
can result from the process of organizing. 

(Ostrom, 1990)



3 Problems of Collective Action

New institutions - how do new institutions form in the presence of free-riding?

Credible commitments - how do long-term commitments form in the presence of time-discounting? (i.e. when there is a possibility someone will be a 
“sucker”)

Mutual monitoring - why would someone agree to monitoring another when the cost of punishing someone else is very high to the punisher?

(Ostrom, 1990)



Las Huerta de Valencia
(photo credit: 
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(Ostrom, 1990)



 Composition

All rules are nested in another set of rules that define how the 
first set of rules can be changed. This nesting of rules 
within rules at several levels is similar to the nesting of 
computer languages at several levels. What can be done 
at a higher level will depend on the capabilities and limits of 
the software (rules) at that level, on the software (rules) at a 
deeper level, and on the: hardware (the CPR). 

(Ostrom, 1990)

(Frey, 2021)



Access a right to enter a defined physical property

Withdrawal a right to harvest the products of a resource such as timber,

water, and food for pastoral animals

Management a right to regulate the use patterns of other harvesters and

to transform a resource system by building improvements

Exclusion a right to determine who will have the right of access to a

resource and whether that right can be transferred

Alienation a right to sell or lease any of the above rights

Ostrom (2009)

 Rights



Design Principles for Governing Sustainable Resources Derived from Long-Enduring Studies of Institutions

Clearly Defined Boundaries The boundaries of the resource system (e.g., irrigation system or fishery) and 
the individuals or households with rights to harvest resource units are clearly 
defined.

Proportional Equivalence Between Benefits and Costs Rules specifying the amount of resource products that a user is allocated are 
related to local conditions and to rules requiring labor, materials, and/or money 
inputs.

Collective Choice Arrangements Most individuals affected by harvesting and protection rules are included in the 
group that can modify these rules.

Monitoring  Monitors, who actively audit biophysical conditions and user behavior, are at 
least partially accountable to the users and/or are the users themselves.

Graduated Sanctions Users who violate rules in use are likely to receive graduated sanctions 
(depending on the seriousness and context of the offense) from other users, 
from officials accountable to these users, or from both.

Conflict Resolution Mechanisms Users and their officials have rapid access to low-cost local arenas to resolve 
conflict among users or between users and officials.

Minimal Recognition of Rights to Organize The rights of users to devise their own institutions are not challenged by 
external governmental authorities, and users have long-term tenure rights to 
the resource.

Nested Enterprises Appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and 
governance activities are organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises.

(Ostrom, 2009)



(Gautam, 2005)



Clearly Defined Boundaries How can we better define the boundaries of this resource and of the 
individuals who are authorized to use it so as to ensure clarity in who is 
authorized to harvest and where harvesting is authorized?

Proportional Equivalence Between Benefits and Costs How can we improve the relationship between the benefits received and 
the contributions to the necessary costs of sustaining this system?

Collective Choice Arrangements How can we enhance the participation of those involved in making key 
decisions about this system?

Monitoring Who is monitoring this system, and do they face appropriate incentives 
given the challenge of monitoring?  

Graduated Sanctions What are the sanctions we are authorizing, and can they be adjusted so 
that someone who makes an error or a small rule infraction is warned 
sufficiently so as to ensure longer-term compliance without having to 
impose unrealistic sanctions?  

Conflict Resolution Mechanisms What local and regional mechanisms exist to resolve conflicts arising over 
the use of a resource?

Minimal Recognition of Rights to Organize Are there functional and creative efforts by local appropriators to create 
effective stewardship mechanisms for local resources that should be 
recognized?

Nested Enterprises How do we create a multiple-layer, polycentric system that can be 
dynamic, adaptive, and effective over time?

Ostrom (2009)



Local to Global
1. They are bounded at local to regional scale, typically the tens to 

thousands of km2 that comprise a forest or watershed.

2. The appropriators number in the tens to a few thousands.

3. The commons are degraded through intentional action (that is, the 
conscious purpose of the appropriators is to extract the depletable 
resource).

4. The appropriators share common interests with respect to maintaining 
the resource. That is, the people who have an individual incentive to 
exploit the resource also have a collective incentive to sustain it. Put yet 
another way, the negative externalities of appropriation remain within 
the community of users.

5. The appropriators share a common cultural and institutional context.

6. Learning from concrete experience is a feasible management strategy. 
It is feasible because the depletable resources regenerate on a short 
enough time scale to make learning possible within the span of human 
memory and because the relevant properties of the resource system 
are reasonably stable on that time scale.

1. Global commons, by definition, are degraded on very large 
scales.

2. Millions or billions of actors are involved.

3. Much of the degradation is not salient to those responsible, in 
the sense that it is an indirect effect of their conscious intent. 

4. Collective interests diverge. The group of major resource 
appropriators is not usually the same as the group of those 
who stand to lose most from resource degradation. 

5. The appropriators of global commons come from all cultures, 
all countries, all political-economic systems, all political 
ideologies, and so forth.

6. Learning from direct experience is not a feasible option for 
global commons management for several reasons. 

(Stern, 2011)



Local to Global

(IPCC, 2019)
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Trust

So far, scholarship has focused more on ‘trust in action’, whereas many sustainability issues – also those concerning commons 
governance – involve important ‘trust in information’ issues. Henry and Dietz argue that for analytical purposes, ‘trust in information’ should 
be decoupled from ‘trust in action’. Overcoming collective action dilemmas indeed requires ‘trust in action’ (e.g. can you trust the other 
actors in the arena not to free ride on your efforts? Can you trust them to act according to what was agreed upon?). However, many 
sustainability issues involve conflict over information about the definition, causes, and/or severity of a problem, and the 
adequate solutions. Appropriate action hinges on the trustworthiness of information regarding actor behaviour in a social system. 

(Berge, 2011)



Appropriation vs Provision

When appropriators face appropriation problems, they are concerned with the effects that various methods of allocating a fixed, 
or time-in dependent, quantity of resource units will have on the net return obtained by the appropriators. Provision problems 
concern the effects of various ways of assigning responsibility for building, restoring, or maintaining the resource system over 
time, as well as the well-being of the appropriators. Appropriation problems are concerned with the allocation of the flow 
- provision problems are concerned with the stock. Appropriation problems are time-independent; provision problems are 
time-dependent. Both types of problems are involved in every CPR to a greater or lesser extent, and thus the solutions to one 
problem must be congruent with solutions to the other. The structure of an appropriation problem or a provision problem will 
depend on the panicular configuration of variables related to the physical world, the rules in use, and the attributes of the 
individuals in volved in a specific setting.

(Ostrom, 1990)

 


