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How do we manage resources that seem to belong to everyone? Natural food reserves, energy resources

like fossil fuels, a clean environment, with clean air, water and soil belong to everyone and yet are

protected by no one. Today, protecting such common-pool resources has become a challenge, not only on

the local scale but on national and global ones as well.

In the 1960s, ecologist Garrett Hardin invoked the analogy of a “commons” in support of his thesis that as

human populations increased, there would be increasing pressure on finite resources at both the local and

particularly the global levels, with the inevitable result of overexploitation and ruin. He termed this

phenomenon the “tragedy of the commons.” More specifically, this phrase means that an increase in

human population creates an increased strain on limited resources, which jeopardizes sustainability.

The tragedy of the commons develops in this way. Picture a pasture open to all. It is to be expected that

each herdsman will try to keep as many cattle as possible on the commons. Such an arrangement may

work reasonably satisfactorily for centuries because tribal wars, poaching, and disease keep the numbers

of both man and beast well below the carrying capacity of the land. Finally, however, comes the day of

reckoning, that is, the day when the long-desired goal of social stability becomes a reality. At this point, the

inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates tragedy.

As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain. Explicitly or implicitly, more or less

consciously, he asks, “What is the utility to me of adding one more animal to my herd?” This utility has one

negative and one positive component.

1. The positive component is a function of the increment of one animal. Since the herdsman receives all

the proceeds from the sale of the additional animal, the positive utility is nearly + 1.

2. The negative component is a function of the additional overgrazing created by one more animal. Since,

however, the effects of overgrazing are shared by all the herdsmen, the negative utility for any

particular decision making herdsman is only a fraction of – 1.

Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman concludes that the only sensible

course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd. And another…. But this is the conclusion

reached by each and every rational herdsman sharing a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is

locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit – in a world that is limited.

Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.

In a reverse way, the tragedy of the commons reappears in problems of pollution. Here it is not a question

of taking something out of the commons, but of putting something in – sewage, or chemical, radioactive,

and heat wastes into water; noxious and dangerous fumes into the air. The calculations of utility are much

the same as before. The rational man finds that his share of the cost of the wastes he discharges into the

commons is less than the cost of purifying his wastes before releasing them. Since this is true for everyone,

we are locked into a system of “fouling our own nest,” so long as we behave only as independent, rational,

free enterprisers.

The tragedy of the commons as a food basket may partially be averted by private property, or something

formally like it. But the air and waters surrounding us cannot readily be fenced, and so the tragedy of the

commons as a cesspool must be prevented by different means, by coercive laws or taxing devices that

make it cheaper for the polluter to treat his pollutants than to discharge them untreated. Unfortunately,

the owner of a factory on the bank of a stream – whose property extends to the middle of the stream –

often has difficulty seeing why it is not his natural right to muddy the waters flowing past his door. The law,

always behind the times, requires elaborate stitching and fitting to adapt it to this newly perceived aspect

of the commons. The pollution problem is a consequence of population. As population has become denser,

the natural chemical and biological recycling processes have become overloaded, calling for a redefinition

of property rights.
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SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT ONLINE POINT OF VIEW

Sustainable environment online is a website that makes

you think outside of the box. The Earth is unique in the

solar system in that, as far as we know, it is the only

place that sustainability and the environment make life

possible on our planet. Some people even like to view

the Earth, or Gaia after the Greek Earth goddess, almost

as a living thing itself. Environment resources and

sustainable development on Earth has passed through

many stages of dynamic evolution. Human beings

represent just the latest snapshot in evolutionary time.

Humans, however, through pollution and

overconsumption, may now be beginning to threaten

the sustainability and the environment of Earth's life

support systems. How we chose to respond will depend

on how we view our relationship with the environment.
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