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Property 1: Individual 
Property  2: State 
Property 3: Group 
Property 4: free access 
 

 
Allocation 1: private entrepreneurs 
Allocation 2: State 
Allocation 3: Club 
Allocation 4: Nature 
 

 
Regulation instance1: Market/ Prices 
Regulation instance 2: State/Laws/ Ordinances 
Regulation instance 3: Club/ Rules/ Constitution 
Regulation instance 4: depends on who has access to it 

1 = Private goods 
2 = Public goods 
3 = Club goods 
4 = Common goods 
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Examples for  “common goods” 
National 
• Grassland (alpine  pastures) 
 

• Forest (charcoal, firewood, timber, hunting, etc.) 
 

• Water (fishing, irrigation, hydraulic energy, transport) 
 

• mountains above the timberline 
 

• Ore (e.g.  rural mining and furnaces in Sweden) 
 
•Salinas 
 

International 
• Open sea (fishing, whaling,  sealing, seabed mining, shipping, seawater desalination, ocean dumping) 
 

• Sun 
 

• Air, Rain 
 

• trans border river systems 
 

• Polar regions 
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The Drama of the Commons  occurs  when a natural resource (maritime ecological 
system,  atmosphere, forest, water system) to which a lot of people/states have 
uncontrolled access, is depleted. 
 
Every user has to decide: How much can/ am I allowed to use?  
 
 
If everybody contains himself the natural resource can be sustained. 
 
 
If I contain myself, but the others do not, the system will collapse and I would not have 
had any short-term profit of the using.  
 
 
 
This is the users dilemma. 
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Why does a user not behave sustainable ? 
 
 
 
1) Because there is a difference between maximizing the economic gain and  

maximizing the sustainable gain in using natural resources without control of access. 
Every fisher considers only his individual costs, but not the effect on others   
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Relationships among fishing effort, 
cost, and revenue. 

NOTE: Total revenue, TR; total cost, TC; 
level of fishing effort; E; maximum 
economic yield, MEY; maximum 
sustainable yield; MSY; open access, 
OA. Profit is revenue minus cost and is 
represented by the vertical distance 
between the total revenue and total 
cost curves at any particular level of 
effort. 

[Source: National Research Council. The Drama 
of the Commons . Washington, DC: The National 
Academies Press, 2002. S. 10] 
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2)  Because users follow their individual rationality. The gain of using a common good 
belongs to the individual. The disadvantage of depletion is spread to everyone. As 
long as the individual advantage is bigger than the share of the collective 
disadvantage, it is rational to act in that way. 

 The sum of the individual rational behaviors ends in a common tragedy and not in 
the wealth of nations.  

 
 

3) Because of the constellation modeled by the Prisoners Dilemma. 



The Tragedy of the Commons 
Prisoners Dilemma 

Prof. Dr. Ulrich 
Menzel 

Summer School on Climate Change and 
Global Water Problems 

 
14 

B1 

deny 

B2 

confess 

A1 

deny 

A2 

confess 

                   B 

 A 

                0.5 

 0.5 

                 0 

 10 

                 10 

 0 

                  5 

  5 

Numbers = degree of  
punishment in years 
 
Decision rule: 
Minimize the Maximum  
 
Result because of two-
way mistrust :  
5 : 5 
 
With  cooperation 
(=denying)   0,5 : 0,5    
would be possible 
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Limit  number of 

animals 

maximize number 

of animals 

Limit number of 

animals 

Maximize number 

of animals 

            
Herdsman B 

Herdsman A 

                10 

 10 

                 11 

 -1 

                 -1 

 11 

                  0 

  0 

Hardin´s herdsman game as Prisoners Dilemma 

Numbers= profit 
items 
 

Result because of 
two-way mistrust: 

0:0 
With cooperation 

10:10 
could be possible 



The Tragedy of the Commons 

Prof. Dr. Ulrich 
Menzel 

Summer School on Climate Change and 
Global Water Problems 

 
16 

 
4)    As they follow the free rider-argumentation. 

 

 The effect of my behavior is that low in comparison to the high number of fishers, water 
users, herdsmans etc. that it rarely counts. If I would cooperate, the effect for the 
community would rarely be countable, but my personal disadvantage would be very 
high.   

 Olson argues: The bigger a group, the stronger the free rider behavior. 
 
5) Pioneer-Latecomer-Problematic: The contemporary threshold and developing countries 

argue that the wealth of the industrialized countries results (also) of the depletion of 
nature.  Would these countries contain themselves, the development gap would 
maintain. Industrialized countries want to uphold their  wealth. 
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Consequence for Hardin et. al: 
 
Privatization of the common pool resource. The depletion affects everyone completely, so 
that he has an economical appeal to use it sustainable.  
 
Example: Enclosures in England in 18th century. Communal  land was privatized and used for  
individual sheep farming. 
Consequence: Agricultural growth, displacement of the agrarian poor to the urban areas, 
where they belonged to the industrial proletariat in the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution.  
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Or: Nationalization of the Common good  
 

The State decides the extent and the rules of using natural resources. 
 

Example:  
Cotton cultivation in the Central Asian Soviet Republics since the 1950s by using artificial 
irrigation. The inflows of the Aral Sea are used with the consequence, that the Aral Sea 
dries out and a salt desert remains. The salinization of the landscape  affected the cotton 
cultivation. (Tragedy of the Aral Sea) 
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The opposite position is represented by Elinor Ostrom. Empirical studies on  how common goods 
were used. Groups of farmers, fishers, user etc. are able to develop rules for sustainable use, to 
enforce compliance to rules of behavior and to sanction the   violation of rules. 
 

Hardin mixes common property with free access.  
Common goods are often club goods.  

 
Examples: 
 

Collective use of the alpine pastures in Switzerland 
 and Austria. Although  the milk and cheese  
 belongs to every single farmer. 
 
Using the mountains and waters for ski runs,  
cable cars, snow-making equipment, huts. 

 

All  members of the valley club get a share of 
the profit.  
Sustainability? 
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The Tragedy of the Commons is not inevitable, it depends  
 

•   on the human behavior pattern  
    (homo economicus, homo sociologicus, homo psychologicus) 
 

•   on the kind of common pool resource (local, national, international, global) 
 

•   on the group size of the users (local, national, international, global) 
 

•   on the  homogeneity/ inhomogeneity of the group (hegemon?) 
 

•   on the kind of use (e.g. in case of water: fishing, water power,  
     irrigation, transport, garbage dump, cooling) 
 

•   on the rules of using, trust between the users,  the possibilities to control and to 
sanction the violations of rules 
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[Source: National Research Council. The Drama of the Commons . Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2002. S. 455] 


