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Welcome to the Spring 2014 issue of the Commons Digest!

In this issue we highlight the 2013
Elinor Ostrom Award winners who were honoured during the 14th Biennial meeting of the IASC in
Fujiyoshida City, Japan. The issue opens with an introduction to the Elinor Ostrom Award criteria
by IASC President Leticia Merino. The award winners next present essays of their work on the
commons, with some also speaking to the great influence Lin had upon their work. The first
essays are from the Senior Scholar winners Ben Cousins, Charles Schweik, and Harini
Nagendra. Following these essays, Young Scholar winners Eduardo and Dianne Araral
present a personal account of their history with Lin Ostrom while Michael Cox provides a
summary of his work in the commons. The issue closes with essays by the Practitioner Award
winners: The Open Spaces Society (UK), the Environmental and Social Studies Group
(GEA) (Mexico), and the Foundation for Ecological Security (India) who each highlight their
work and efforts for the commons and collective action.
We would also like to highlight the calls for abstracts for the 2015 Gloabl IASC Conference, as
well as information on two IASC sponsored conferences, the Third European Regional Meeting in
and the Second Thematic Conference on Knowledge Commons. Check the Announcements
section for details. We hope to see many of you there. Enjoy!
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I

n 2010, during an interview with TV UNAM,
Elinor Ostrom was asked about the relevance
of the commons at the beginning of the 21st
Century. Lin (as she would kindly let people
around her call her), strongly answered
referring to the challenges faced by global
commons and their consequences. She also
spokel about the relevance of local commons
(generally common-pool resources) such as
forests, and pastures for today's great
challenges, such as the loss of biodiversity
and global climate change.
Commons cover an immensely wide range of
resources, not only in terms of the variety of
the resources themselves (basins, lakes, the
atmosphere, genetic resources, the Internet),
but also in terms of the regions of the world
where they have a fundamental importance
for the subsistence for communities and the
scale of the processes in which they take part.
Lin's prolific academic and professional career
covered many types of goods, themes and
regions, usually working in collaboration with
others:
academics,
students
and
practitioners. She always sought to contribute
to a better understanding of collective action
processes, an essential dimension of the
commons, while her questioning was deeply
rooted in a problem solving interest. She
aimed to contribute to better public policies,
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Kingdom, to the water tanks and dry forests
of poor communities in Mexico and to
Knowledge
Commons,
the
experiences
awarded also show the challenges faced today
by commons and communities as well as the
commitment and innovation which they
frequently address and sometimes overcome
Some of the awardees expressed the deep
intellectual and emotional impact Lin Ostrom
had in their careers and lives. Everybody
acknowledged the powerful influence of her
research and approach in their work. We want
to let them share with the readers of The
Commons Digest their work, experiences,
approaches and projects.

Elinor Ostrom, Founder of the IASC

to better governance schemes, to better
community social life and living conditions.
The Elinor Ostrom Award on Collective
Governance of the Commons has been
instituted by the International Association for
the Study of the Commons and other
institutional partners, as a joint effort not only
to celebrate the work and life of the Nobel
awardee, but also to acknowledge and
promote the work of academics and
practitioners devoted to the understanding
and practical work on the commons, aiming
to maintain Lin's large legacy as a living one.
The group of the 2013 recipients of the Elinor
Ostrom Award show the wide variety of
experiences of those interested and/or using
and
managing
commons.
From
the
community forests in India, to land tenure in
South-Africa and irrigation in the Philippines;
from the common open spaces in the United

We deeply want to thank all the members of
the Award Council, who believed in this
project, a dream we were able to share with
Lin herself. Without the commitment of: Arun
Agrawal, Pedro Álvarez, Xavier Basurto,
Fikret Berkes, Juan Camilo Cárdenas, Meriem
Boumrane, Tine de Moor, Marco Janssen,
Charlotte Hess, Ruth Meinzen-Dick, Esther
Mwangi, Catherine Tucker, Frank van
Laerhoven and José Sarukhán, this initiative
would never have been possible. Special
thanks are also due to the Ford Foundation
and within it to David Kaimowitz and Mario
Broffman in particular. We also want to thank
all the evaluators for their hard work and
commitment even with great time pressures.
Finally, we wish to extend a special
recognition to the Vincent and Elinor Ostrom
Workshop on Political Theory and Policy
Analysis, for continuing the work led by Lin
and Vincent.
merinoleticia@gmail.com
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The Commons in Rural Southern Africa: Reflections
on Efforts to Link Research, Theory, Policy and
Politics
Ben Cousins
Chair in Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies
University of Western Cape, South Africa

I

first became aware of the importance of
common property arrangements in rural
Southern Africa in the late 1970s, when I
helped to set up an agricultural training centre
in Swaziland. The centre sought to train
school-leavers and help them to become
small-scale commercial farmers, either on
communal land under customary tenure or on
settlement schemes. I was asked to manage
the livestock enterprises at the centre (made
up of small numbers of dairy and beef cattle,
pigs and poultry) and teach the relevant
courses. This meant that I had to stay up late
at night reading about how to devise feed
regimes for commercial dairy cows and treat
poultry diseases, but also more generally
about the role of livestock in African rural
economies. This was my first encounter with
"communal tenure" and one of its key
components, the grazing commons. One book
mentioned something called "the tragedy of
commons", but did not explain exactly what it
was.
In 1983 my family and I moved to newly
independent Zimbabwe, after my application
to return to South Africa was refused by the
apartheid government. In Harare I worked as
a curriculum developer and trainer for Agritex,
the government department responsible for
training and extension services. Farming
systems research was all the rage at the time,
and I adopted a "systems approach" in
developing training courses for extension staff,
whose efforts were now directed at supporting
small-scale rather than large-scale farmers.
One training course was on small livestock, for

example, and once again, the grazing
commons came into view. A heated debate
was under way on the overstocking and overgrazing of grazing land, at the very centre of
which was the character of systems of shared
rights to natural resources such as rangelands.
The head of government’s farming systems
research unit told me that grazing schemes
were at the centre of policy on communal
rangelands. These involved rules limiting stock
numbers and providing for rotational grazing
within fenced paddocks, enforced by an elected
committee. He suggested that I undertake
some research on the issue. My contract with
the extension service was ending, so I wrote a
proposal to do research on grazing schemes for
an MPhil thesis through the Centre for Applied
Social Sciences (CASS) at the University of
Zimbabwe. Professor Marshall Murphree, the
director of CASS, turned my notes into a
funding proposal, and used it to secure
generous funding from IDRC of Canada. Within
six months I was employed as a research
fellow to do fieldwork for my own masters
thesis, which I upgraded to a DPhil. The focus
of my study was decision-making in grazing
schemes, which I saw, at least potentially, as a
type of common property arrangement.
A major focus of research at CASS at the time
was a community-based wildlife programme
known
as
CAMPFIRE
("community
management programme for indigenous
resources"). My colleagues and I began to read
the emerging literature on the commons
(Ostrom, McCay and Acheson, Bromley,
amongst others), and attempted to apply

4
INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF THE COMMONS

http://www.iasc-commons.org

The Commons Digest
PUBLICATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF THE COMMONS

these ideas to property regimes in the
communal areas. We grappled with Hardin’s
notion of a tragedy of the commons and with
critiques of his conflation of common property
and open access. We also debated the
meaning of "community", and I discovered
that there were literally hundreds of definitions
of this elusive entity in the sociological
literature. Raymond Williams' book Keywords
reminded us that the term is "warmly
persuasive" and always used to describe
relationship with positive connotations, either
existing or alternative.
The notion of community was a key reference
point in post-independence Zimbabwe. The
appeal of a programme such as CAMPFIRE was
its premise that income from wildlife (e.g. from
contracts with safari hunters) would be
equitably
shared
amongst
community
members. "Sustainable use" of wildlife would
result in members of poverty-stricken rural
households having a material stake in the
conservation of high-value species vulnerable
to poaching, (like elephant and rhino). It
seemed to us that researchers should actively
engage with policy makers and field staff to
persuade them that common property
arrangements of this kind were perfectly
feasible. We were drawn into arguments over
institutional design, and strove to practice
rigorous and theoretically informed empirical
research that could also help improve the
world. We were inspired by the example of
CASS director, Prof Murphree, who undertook
field research in the bush but also advised
government and served on conservation
bodies.
In debates on communal area wildlife, in
particular, a key focus was the devolution of
both property rights and decision-making
powers from the state to local communities.
Prof. Murphree and others argued forcefully for
the full devolution of rights and powers, using
arguments from the commons literature. But

some scholars, like my colleague James
Murombedzi, argued that tensions and conflicts
in relation to resource access within the wider
political economy, such as unequal access to
high quality farm land, within a "dualistic"
agricultural sector still defined largely in terms
of race, were also relevant. Working only
within the bounds of densely-settled communal
lands as defined by colonial land dispossession
was thus inherently limiting of the possibilities
for enhancing livelihoods based on natural
resources. Redistributive land reform was
necessary, and should both inform and be
informed by emerging perspectives on the
commons.
South African exiles living in Harare in the
1980s took a keen interest in political
developments in post-independent Zimbabwe,
with an eye to the challenges that would one
day face a democratic South Africa. A key issue
in both societies was the complex interweaving of racial oppression and class
exploitation, and a key challenge for liberation
movements coming to power was how to
address both axes of inequality simultaneously.
Was Zimbabwe succeeding in meeting this
challenge, and if not, why not? Officially the
country was socialist, but increasingly it
seemed that a new black elite was simply
using nationalist rhetoric to wrest control from
the old, white ruling class. Class formation
after democracy seemed to be a central issue
to understand and confront.
As my research on grazing schemes evolved, I
tried to integrate my interest in these wider
political questions into the research design.
Notions of "community" tend to obscure key
differences of wealth and power, defined by
class and gender in particular, as Pauline
Peters' work on rural Botswana showed clearly.
How did these kinds of differences influence
decision-making within grazing schemes, and
how did the unequal ownership of livestock
(and cattle in particular) impact on decisions
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Ben Cousins, Elinor Ostrom Awardee

and on the distribution of benefits from the
commons? Answering these questions would
require appropriate conceptual frameworks
and research instruments for the collection and
analysis of data on social differentiation; hence
I needed to read the literature on peasants,
class and rural politics. This took me to the
work of a scholar whose ideas have had an
enduring influence on my thinking, Henry
Bernstein, and eventually to the conclusion
that cattle-owning political elites in rural
communities in Zimbabwe are best described
as agricultural petty commodity producers.
These are well placed to capture interventions
such as grazing schemes and turn them into
vehicles for capital accumulation. Here,
property and power are aligned in rural class
formation processes in a rather different
manner to the classic agrarian transition in
England as theorised by Marx.
Other researchers working in Zimbabwe's
communal areas offered insights of a different
kind. Ian Scoones and Ken Wilson showed that
the spatial and temporal heterogeneity of
grazing, woodland and water resources is a
crucial feature of natural resource regimes,
and that seasonal variations in the use of key

resources help sustain high stocking rates. I
decided to investigate these aspects in my
research sites, and seasonal herding data
helped me to understand why fenced paddocks
for rotational grazing were seldom utilized in
the manner prescribed by conventional
wisdom. I concluded that there was a severe
disjunction between the "technical" and the
"ecological" aspects of this incipient common
property regime. Influenced by emerging
models of non-equilibrium ecological dynamics
on African rangelands, I was also persuaded by
the arguments of Scoones, Stephen Sandford
and Roy Behnke that too much had been made
of so-called "overgrazing" and "overstocking",
and that attempts to restrict stocking rates on
communal rangelands to those recommended
for commercial beef ranching were not only
likely to fail but were also inappropriate. A
focus on increasing the efficiency of
opportunistic grazing strategies, which attempt
to track environmental variability, seemed to
make more sense.
In relation to decision-making in grazing
schemes, my case studies showed clearly the
mismatch between official rules on resource
use and actual practice. Fenced paddocks
tended to be used by herd owners for short
periods in the summer months as an
alternative to herding, so that they could
attend to crops or domestic duties. In winter
the paddocks were barely used, with animals
feeding on crop residues in the fields in
autumn and in key resource patches such as
wetlands in late winter. I also discovered that
the apparently clear and acknowledged
boundaries between these ‘"communities",
both physical and social, were in practice
rather flexible and porous. Fencing which
excluded neighbours' livestock often generated
conflict rather than preventing it.
Conflict was in fact the rule, rather than the
exception, in my study sites. Contests for
leadership positions surfaced, sometimes in
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development projects with outside funding
(providing opportunities for accumulation),
sometimes in succession to positions of
"customary" authority, such the sabhuku
(village head). The significant economic value
of high-density, multi-purpose, livestock
production systems, together with the unequal
distribution
of
livestock
within
classdifferentiated "communities", meant that
questions of the commons often became a key
focus of local politics, albeit a covert politics
often shrouded in discourses of development
and resource conservation, or "custom".

them; presenting research findings and
proposing alternatives is clearly not enough.
Dominant ideas do not arise by accident or
default; they are underpinned, albeit in
complex ways, by particular social interests
and strategies, in this case those of the new
black middle class in the state and would-be
accumulators in villages. Changing policies
requires a form of politics, and while research,
new ideas and policy proposals can help inform
that politics, and indeed are important
resources for it, ultimately politics is driven by
people whose direct interests are at stake and
must change the power relations.

What could all this mean for policy? Perhaps
the most obvious message for government
officials and donors was that interventions
should be based on solid understandings of the
character of communal area livestock
production
systems
and
the
resource
strategies that underpin them. This meant
acknowledging the high economic value of
multiple-function livestock, and cattle in
particular, which can provide draught power,
manure, milk, meat, hides, cash from
occasional sales, savings and investment, and
play a key role in social and ceremonial life.
Promoting higher levels of off-take for the beef
market, with a view to reducing stocking rates
on the commons, is unrealistic and tends to
benefit accumulating village elites rather than
ordinary commoners. Improved management
of grazing resources would not be achieved by
pushing farmers to install the fencing and
rotational grazing technologies that work for
commercial beef ranchers, but rather by
increasing the efficiency of opportunistic
tracking strategies.

I returned to South Africa in 1991 after 19
years in exile, to a society wracked by decades
of conflict and eagerly awaiting the outcomes
of a painfully negotiated transition to
democracy. In addition to lecturing in
anthropology at the University of the Western
Cape and completing my doctorate, I tried to
contribute ideas about land-based livelihoods,
livestock production, property rights and the
commons to intense debates on land reform
and agrarian restructuring. It took some time,
but by the time of our first democratic election
in 1994 I was participating in discussions of
new land tenure laws and policies. Tenure
reform was to take place alongside an
ambitious programme of land restitution for
members of black communities who had
suffered forced removals, and large-scale land
redistribution in order to correct the raciallydefined and extraordinarily unequal distribution
of land. It was a shock to discover that few
South Africans had read the emerging
scholarship on the commons.

Together with colleagues, I tried to
communicate these policy messages to
influential players in the policy world, in
workshops, seminars and research reports...
but to almost zero effect. This taught me an
important lesson about the power of
entrenched ideas and the difficulty of changing

In 1995 I was assisted by Ford Foundation to
establish a centre at the university that would
engage in applied research on land and
agrarian
reform
and
natural
resource
management, feeding the findings into policy
making processes, and helping train a new
generation of black social scientists with
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relevant expertise. Thus was born the
Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies,
PLAAS, which is also the word for "farm" in
Afrikaans . The commons in one guise or
another became a key focus for PLAAS – in
relation to tenure reform in communal areas,
the harvesting of wild resources within rural
livelihoods, community-based natural resource
management programmes (fisheries, forests,
water and wildlife), and what kinds of farming
systems to support through agrarian reform.
Initially PLAAS staff worked closely with
various government departments, but after
1999, when the first president Nelson Mandela
stepped down, relations with the state became
increasingly adversarial. Officials reacted with
defensiveness and hostility when researchers
criticized shifts in policy that they felt were
anti-poor, such as not recognizing the rights of
artisanal fishers, or strengthening the powers
of chiefs at the expense of ordinary people
living in communal areas, or prioritizing the
land needs of better-off black commercial
farmers over those of the rural poor. PLAAS
researchers began to work more closely with
partners in the activist NGO sector than with
government, and their findings and ideas fed
into civil society advocacy and campaigning. In
several cases this led to researchers
supporting
community
groups
making
presentations in parliament, or joining civil
society litigation as expert witnesses. As in
Zimbabwe, it had gradually become clear that
policy work had to become "political" to have
any real effect.
My research and policy engagement work
since returning home has been informed by
the lessons I drew from my research on
grazing schemes in Zimbabwe. But these have
had to be adapted and extended to address
South African particularities, and here I have
been fortunate to work with some outstanding
South African scholar-activists. In brief, it
seems to me that:

PLAAS as an important referent for Cousin's work

•
it is exceedingly difficult to loosen the
grip of modernization ideology on the thinking
of government officials, but rigorous empirical
assessments of the ecological aspects and the
real economic value of smallholder farming and
regimes of natural resource use do help (the
work of my collaborators Timm Hoffman and
Charlie and Sheona Shackleton has been
exemplary here);
•
tenure reform for effective commons
management in Southern Africa takes place in
the context of the highly unequal agrarian
structures of former settler-colonial economies,
and thus has to be complemented by radical
land redistribution; on the other hand, tenure
systems on redistributed land also have to be
designed with the commons in mind (as former
PLAAS colleague Stephen Turner has always
insisted);
•
strong local institutions are vital for
effective commons management, but have to
be downwardly accountable to rights-holders
to prevent elite capture. Uncritical acceptance
of contemporary versions of "customary"
authority run the risk of undercutting such
accountability,
and
of
reinforcing
the
distortions inherited from the colonial era when
indirect rule via "traditional institutions" was
put in place (here the insights of my co-author
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Aninka Claassens have been crucial);
•
land tenure systems derived from
customary principles often involve nested
layers of authority that correspond to levels of
social organization, and a key feature is
flexible boundaries between social units and
their territories (as shown by HWO OkothOgendo). Titling of community land runs the
risk of imposing exclusive boundaries and
unaccountable authority structures that will
generate more conflicts than do flexible
boundaries and decentralized governance;
•
"custom" is a site of struggle between
contending interest groups in processes of
social change, such as the current decline of
marriage amongst Africans, and can generate
severe tensions and conflicts (Creina and Rauri
Alcock have helped me understand some of
the complexities);
•
smallholder farmers in rural South
Africa, as in Zimbabwe, are socially
differentiated by class and also by gender and
other identities, articulated with one another in
a complex manner.
Land reform has to
directly address the causes and consequences
of such differentiation or risk capture by an
emerging rural capitalist class (as discussed by
Bridget O'Laughlin and Henry Bernstein).

Land redistribution now appears to be for the
relatively well-off only. Liberalization of the
agricultural sector is leading to massively
concentrated ownership of private farmland,
and farm worker jobs are being lost through
mechanization of these ever-larger farms. And
the old reserves are still there, and sites of the
deepest poverty. The policy of the ruling ANC
is to greatly enlarge the powers of chiefs and
traditional councils within "tribal" boundaries
established during the apartheid era. In areas
with major mineral resources such as
platinum, this is leading to the appropriation of
mining royalties worth billions of rands by
unscrupulous chiefs and their families,
apparently with the approval of both
government and the courts, and cloaked in (in
qualitative as well as quantitative terms) the
notion of "black economic empowerment".
Across the South African landscape, new
enclosures of the commons are under way,
and only the mobilization of commoners will be
able to stop them. Research can assist, but in
the end, it is politics that counts
bcousins@plaas.ac.za

Right now, South Africans are commemorating
the 1913 Natives Land Act and debating its
long-term impacts. This law was an important
milestone in the history of land dispossession
and in the designation of small and densely
settled "native reserves", where black people
were allowed to hold land under distorted
versions of customary law, but from which
they were also compelled to migrate in search
of wages. Understanding these processes and
their legacies should inform land reform
policies capable of transforming the divided
and unequal landscape of post-apartheid
South Africa – but are they?
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Reflections on Being an Elinor Ostrom "Senior
Scholar" Recipient
Charles Schweik
Associate Professor
Department of Environmental Conservation and Center for Public Policy and Administration,
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, USA

I

am extremely humbled to have been
selected as a Senior Scholar recipient of the
Elinor Ostrom Award on Collective Governance
of the Commons and I now reflect upon
receiving this award, and how my work relates
to the commons.
My selection may be a surprise to some The
Commons Digest readers who may not be
familiar with my work. I think it reflects, in
part, the selection committee’s awareness of
the importance of a relatively new and
emerging area of commons research that still
lacks an agreed upon name. Some refer to it
as the "New Commons", others, the
"Information Commons". I prefer the term
"Knowledge Commons", in part inspired by
(Hess and Ostrom, 2006).
For those who are unfamiliar with my work, let
me start with some history. I have a computer
science undergraduate degree and am a
former programmer with IBM. After about six
years, I decided to go back to graduate school
and received a Masters of Public Administration
at Syracuse University's Maxwell School with a
focus on public sector information technology
management. I then worked as a consultant
with the U.S. Department of Energy for a year
and a half, working on environmental cleanup
databases. This work led to an interest in
environmental policy and management and
through a connection with my most important
collaborator, my life-partner Brenda Bushouse,
I met Lin Ostrom. Brenda and I both were
invited to pursue PhDs at Indiana University

working under Lin's mentorship.
My first research assistantship with Lin in 1993
was as a database programmer working on the
first few years of the International Forestry
Resources and Institutions program. Through
this work along with my graduate school
program, I became immersed in theory and
empirical work in a variety of natural resource
commons settings (e.g., irrigation and water
resources, forests, fisheries, etc.). My
dissertation started what has become an
underlying theme throughout my career up to
now
–
making
connections
between
information technology and the study of the
commons. Like others affiliated with the Center
for the Study of Institutions, Population and
Environmental Change (CIPEC) at Indiana
University, I was interested in making
connections
between
landcover
change
patterns as detected by multispectral satellite
imagery (e.g., Landsat) and the spatial and
temporal distribution of institutions (rules-inuse) that create the incentive structures that
ultimately drive human action that create such
land cover changes. In this case, working with
Lin and others at CIPEC, I was trying to move
our understanding of natural resource
governance and management forward through
the utilization of (relatively) new information
technologies.
A year or two after I graduated and joined the
University of Massachusetts at Amherst
(~1998-1999), I first heard the phrase "open
source software" and at this point my previous
life as a programmer and my current career as
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or slightly different than GPL-like licenses. The
term "open source" (OSI, 2013) is used to
describe
software
projects
that
are
philosophically different from their Free/Libre
counterparts.
For simplicity, I use "open
source” to capture both "free/libre" and "open
source” types of software.

Charles Schweik, Elinor Ostrom Awardee

a "commons scholar" converged.
Before I go further, let me take a moment to
explain to The Commons Digest readers who
may not be familiar with open source software
why it is so important to people with an
interest in the commons. The great innovation
came
in
the
early-1980s
when
MIT
programmer Richard Stallman began to reject
the trend that software was a proprietary
product that could or should be sold as a
commodity. Prior to that, much of the software
in existence was shared as a commons and
collaborated upon by programmers. As a
result, Stallman began to develop a new
computer operating system called "Gnu". It is
at this juncture that Stallman made a vastly
important innovation often referred to as
"Copyleft" (a play on "copyright"). He wrote a
legal copyright license (called the "General
Public License" or GPL) that granted users of
his Gnu software a variety of freedoms. Among
them the freedom to: (1) run the software; (2)
modify the software; (3) redistribute the
software to others; and (4) distribute modified
versions of the software with the stipulation
that the new version of the software takes on
the same copyright license as its "parent".
GPL-licensed software is often referred to as
"Free/Libre Software" (free as in the above
freedoms rather than free as in cost). In the
years that followed, other licenses were
developed that were more commercial-friendly

Back to my history. In 1999, when I first heard
the phrase "open source" and began
understanding what it was, and having my
background in environmental commons, I
came to the realization that open source
software projects were a form of Internetbased common property regime. More
importantly, I realized that the collaborative
principles encouraged through the use of
"Copyleft" could have important utility in other
areas besides software. Simply put, the
freedom ideals underlying Copyleft licensing
could be applied to anything digital. As an
Internet-based form of collective action, the
open source collaborative paradigm had great
potential for how humanity might tackle
“wicked problems” in the future.
A few years after I had this revelation,
important innovations such as Creative
Commons (2013) licensing appeared that were
implementing what I had been thinking, and
with the help of the Internet and Web, "open
source" collaborative principles were moving
into areas such as collaborative writing (e.g.,
Wikipedia). Over this last decade we have now
seen at least some of these open source ideas
spread into areas such as "open government",
"open education", "open source science", and
"open source hardware".
My realization regarding the importance of
open source as a system of Internet-based
collaboration in 1999 led to a major shift in my
research program with its collaborative aspects
as a focal point. As I began to read the existing
literature on open source at the time (around
2000-2004) I discovered that the vast majority
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of literature on the topic was either
promotional material, or material describing
some of the large "success stories" in open
source, such as the widely used Linux
operating system and the Apache Web Server.
I began to realize that there was a significant
need for a systematic study of open source
software projects that (1) better represented
the population of open source projects, and (2)
looked at these projects as socio-technical
systems and as common property regimes. Of
course, as a student of Lin Ostrom's, I was
interested in the governance and institutional
designs of open source projects. I was
fortunate to land a US National Science
Foundation grant in 2005 to study these as a
form of Internet-based commons. The
foundational research question:
What factors lead some open source software
commons
to
ongoing
and
sustained
collaboration while others become abandoned?

My talented team of graduate student
collaborators* and I developed more than forty
testable
hypotheses
(or
sub-research
questions where no a priori expectation could
be identified) based on theory and empirical
work from a variety of different fields including
software engineering, virtual teams and
distributed work, and of course, environmental
commons. We secured two databases one
with more than 107,000 open source projects
in 2006, and another with more than 174,000
projects in 2009, and augmented the 2009
database with additional data we collected via
a survey of more than 1400 developers. After
more than five years of work on the project,
we produced a variety of papers (see
"Representative Publication List" at the end)
and a book related to this research. Given
space limitations, I will briefly mention two key
findings that The Commons Digest readers
might find interesting and are representative
of the kind of work I do.

First, we found that the vast majority of open
source software development teams are very
small in size – one to three developers – and
are often motivated to collaborate because
they themselves use the software. This finding
– in and of itself – is not new. But what was
very interesting is that we found (and show,
statistically) that projects that appear to be
successful and maintain ongoing collective
action tend to grow slightly in terms of team
size. They gain a developer. Moreover, we
discovered that half the time this new
developer is someone who physically resides
on another continent!
We have strong
quantitative evidence suggesting that the
combination of Internet search engines like
Google, coupled with Internet "hubs" like
Sourceforge.net (a hosting site for open source
projects) act as an intellectual match-maker of
sorts.
People around the world with like
interests, needs, and skills to find each other
through these systems and begin to
communicate and eventually work together.
In short, online collective-action in open
source, isn’t about growing large teams, but
making these connections between a few
people who are very interested and passionate
about a particular problem. This discovery has
important implications for our knowledge of
how open source software collaborations occur,
but I think it also explains what we are
witnessing
in
other
areas
of
online
collaboration.
A second finding is that while as a commons
scholar I recognize and appreciate the value of
face-to-face interaction in building social
capital, what we have discovered is that inperson face-to-face interaction is not a
necessary condition for collaboration. Many of
the successful projects in our dataset had
developers working together who had never
met in person. They had built relationships
with each other only through Internet-based
communication (e.g., Internet Relay Chat,
email, Internet telephony).
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These findings are representative of this
theoretical and empirical work I have tried to
accomplish through my systematic study of
open source projects as a form of Knowledge
Commons. More information on this particular
study can be found in the paper being
published in the International Journal of the
Commons (Schweik and English, forthcoming)
or in rich detail in Schweik and English (2012).

been working with other Knowledge Commons
scholars to develop a network of coordinated
research
nodes
(see
http://knowledgecommons.net/).

While my open source work has been the focal
area of my research over the last decade,
there are other areas that have emerged in
parallel that are related to online collective
action, information sharing, creation of new
derivative work, and the idea of Knowledge
Commons in general. These areas include:

•
Research on the production and
distribution of openly engineered hardware and
data collection for science. Finally, I have just
started a new project investigating the use of
openly engineered hardware for support of
science, working with do-it-yourself groups like
PublicLab.org. One of the goals in this effort is
to work toward low-cost scientific and
environmental monitoring technologies that
can be deployed and used by citizens
themselves – in all parts of the world – to do
their own environmental monitoring.

•
Research
on
citizen
engagement/crowdsourcing for environmental
management. Specifically, I have a USDA
funded
project
that
uses
smartphone
technology to help in the protection of river
ecosystems from non-native invasive plant and
insect species (Outsmart, 2013).

I hope the above gives some interested
readers a sense about what I’ve been doing
over the last decade. Where possible, I've
provided the Award organizers examples of
some examples of my research that could be
made available through the Ostrom Award
website.

•
Promotion and production of open
access and collaboration in educational
material. This includes the promotion of open
access educational resources in higher
education (Billings, et al., 2012) and my
efforts, over the last five or more years
encourage collective action between educators
internationally who are interested in building
the user community of open source geospatial
technologies (OSGeo, 2013).
•
Collective action around the systematic
study of Knowledge Commons. More recently,
I’ve organized a group at my own institution
that is based on the collaborative principles I
witnessed at the Ostrom Workshop in Political
Theory and Policy Analysis encouraging coproduction following a workshop-like, mentorapprentice type model where everyone’s
opinion is valued with little hierarchy. I’ve also

Lin Ostrom Student Mentoring Design
Principles
As many readers know, Lin was famous for
many things, including her efforts to identify
"design principles" for long-enduring natural
resource commons. Perhaps the only work that
might rival her efforts to do research on the
commons was her efforts to mentor the next
generation of commons researchers. So to
conclude, and to honor Lin, I thought it would
be appropriate to communicate to others in
this forum on her mentoring style. I learned a
great deal watching her in action. The list
below highlights some of the key "Lin Ostrom
Mentoring Design Principles":
•
Work extremely hard to fund and
support your apprentices and your support
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staff.
•
Let your apprentices do – and give
them multiple opportunities to grow and to
achieve under your watch.
•
Be generous with your time; meet with
your apprentices regularly.
•
Keep a sense of humor and fun in your
work.
•
Lead through example. Inspire your
apprentices to act through your actions.
•
Surround yourself with extremely
capable people who also contribute to the
mentoring of your apprentices. (This point
relates to all of Lin's colleagues who work at
the Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and
Policy Analysis, and also at the CIPEC where I
was a graduate student.

Creative Commons, 2013. http://creativecommons.org/.

As Lin so often said in one-way or another,
with a smile and a glimmer in her eyes: "There
is important work to be done". The best way
we can honor Lin’s memory is to turn to get to
work on the next generation of commonsrelated research and encourage our own
apprentices to do the same. It’s a great honor
to receive this award, and my intention, over
the next stage of my career is to continue to
pay it forward.

Pearce, J.M., Blair, C.M, Laciak, K.J., Andrews, R. Nosrat, A.

IFRI, 2013. http://www.ifriresearch.net/

Geron, T. 2013. “Bill Gates, VCs Invest $35M In
ResearchGate to ‘Open Source’ Science.”
http://www.forbes.com/sites/tomiogeron/2013/06/04/billgates-vcs-invest-35m-in-researchgate-to-open-sourcescience/

OSDD, 2013. http://www.osdd.net/

OSGeo, 2013. http://www.osgeo.org/education

OSI, 2013. http://opensource.org/

Outsmart, 2013. http://masswoods.net/outsmart.

and Zelenika-Zovko, I. 2010. “3-D Printing of Open Source
Appropriate Technologies for Self-Directed
Sustainable Development,” Journal of Sustainable
Development, 3 (4): 17-29.

Schweik, C.M. and English, R. 2012. Internet Success: A
Study of Open Source Software Commons. Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press.

Schweik, C.M. and English, R. forthcoming. Preliminary
cschweik@pubpol.umass.edu

Steps Toward a General Theory of Internet-Based CollectiveAction in Digital Information Commons: Findings from a
Study of Open Source Software Projects. International

*Robert English, Sandy Haire, Meng-Shiou Shih, Quentin

Journal of the Commons.

Lewis, Qimti Paienjton, and others.
Stallman, R. 2010. “The GNU Project.”
For Further Reading

http://www.gnu.org/gnu/thegnuproject.html.

Billings, M., Hutton, S.C., Schafer, J. and Sheridan, M. “Open

The White House, 2013. Open Government Initiative.

Educational Resources as Learning Materials: Prospects and

http://www.whitehouse.gov/open.

Strategies for University Libraries.” Research Library Issues
280(1). September 2012. http://publications.arl.org/rli280/

CIPEC, 2013. http://www.indiana.edu/~cipec/
Hess, C. and Ostrom, E. 2006. Understanding Knowledge as
a Commons. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
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Reflections
Harini Nagendra
Professor
Azim Premji University, India

For Lin: In Memory of our Tuesday Conversations

I

t is a great privilege and honor for me to
write this essay for The Commons Digest as a
recipient of the 2013 Elinor Ostrom Senior
Scholar Award for Collective Governance of the
Commons. As I write, I am sitting in my office
on the 9th floor of a tall building in an academic
campus in the incipient megapolis of
Bangalore, with a magnificent view of the city.
To the west, I can see a 6-lane high-speed
highway choked by traffic, full of people
frenetically commuting from their homes in
city to their jobs in the globally famous
Information Technology campuses located just
outside. To the east, I am fortunate to witness
a completely different picture. A tranquil
marshy wetland and freshwater lake, with
dozens of cows grazing and cooling down in
the water while the mid-day sun blazes
overhead, companiably
accompanied by
hundreds of cattle egrets feeding on the
insects that annoy the cattle. This idyllic
picture of cooperation, mutualism, and rural
bliss has evolved and been sustained over
centuries in Bangalore (Bangalore's lakes are
not natural, but were historically created and
maintained by local communities, with a
history that can be traced as far back as 450
AD). Yet even this picture is marred if you
slightly turn your head to the left, by the
obvious presence of construction (presumably
of a high rise building) next to the wetland,
which has already resulted in the dumping of
large mounds of debris into one side of the
lake.

Such contradictions of livelihoods and
lifestyles, urbanity and rurality, shared
cooperation and rampant self-interest, may be
typical of India but are certainly not unique to
it. Certainly, the situation I have just described
in Bangalore could be familiar to people in
many other countries, even continents.
Conflicts such as these just described have
given rise to, and are exacerbated by, some of
the worst inequities that the world has ever
experienced. Just today, I was reading an
Oxfam report (released on the occasion of the
World Economic Forum meeting at Davos),
that quoted a staggering figure: the world’s
richest 85 people now collectively own as much
money as the world’s poorest 3.5 billion! In a
world that seems to be moving towards
increasing self interest, and growing private
control of the environment and natural
resources, how can we ever hope or plan for a
better future?
Lin Ostrom's work and ideas are of
extraordinary relevance in these troubled
times. Lin spoke eloquently and effectively,
backed up by a wealth of empirical,
experimental and theoretical evidence, to raise
the attention of policy makers to a third
alternative to the commonly espoused twin
pillars
of
private
and
government
administration, i.e. that of the community. Yet
she was far from naïve, and distrusted the
formulaic approach so often taken by policy
makers to expand the role of communities on
paper, but not on ground. Lin believed that
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governments had an important role to play in
governance, and with her colleagues, strongly
promoted the approach of polycentric
governance. Research on polycentricity from
case studies in diverse contexts across the
world has now proven clearly that multi-level
collaborations between local community
groups, civic society actors and government
administration are essential for the effective,
equitable and sustainable governance of
natural resources. Such collaborations, to be
effective, should be built on openness and
trust with the capacity for adaptive learning
and negotiations on an equal slate between
different groups that may have very different
power structures, however. Developing the
platform to allow negotiations at an equal level
is particularly challenging in the context of high
economic growth, when natural resources are
most at stake. The imbalance between power
structures is clear when natural resources are
monetized, whether in the context of fracking
and industrialization in China and the USA, or
ground
water
withdrawal
and
water
privatization in Latin America and India.
How does one conceptualize, understand and
begin to address such issues of imbalance?
Certainly not through disciplinary perspectives
alone. Although deep engagement with specific
fields of thought and scholarly enquiry are
essential, so is the need for cross-fertilization
between scientific disciplines, as well as
sustained dialogue and respectful contestation
(as Lin would put it!) between academics,
educationists, practitioners and policy makers.
My collaborations with Lin over more than a
decade, from 2000 to 2012, has greatly
reinforced my belief in the importance of such
dialogue. I received my basic training as an
undergraduate in Microbiology in 1992,
followed by a Masters in Biological Sciences
and a PhD in Ecology in 1995 and 1998. When
I completed my PhD, although I had moved
considerably across disciplines, I was still
firmly rooted in the scholarship and modes of

Harini Nagendra, Elinor Ostrom Awardee

enquiry shaped by the biological sciences. Yet
it was obvious that these approaches to
enquiry, although very important, would not be
sufficient to provide insights into how to
manage
India’s
endangered
ecological
resources: especially when humans were the
cause of (as well as the solution to!) many
problems of rapid change.
Effective governance is the key, obviously. Yet,
to address these thorny challenges requires an
adequate appreciation of the complexities of
politics and political science, which is often
lacking. Thus for instance, the approach
propounded by many conservation biologists,
viewing the world from a pedestal of
disciplinary supremacy, is to eliminate the
human as the source of the problem. In
practice, such a vision results far too often in
permitting the high end tourist to roam free
with her cameras, dependent on unsustainable
luxury resorts connected by high speed road
networks, while simultaneously restricting the
low income local commoner from her
traditional practices of sustainable harvest of
fish, fodder or fuel wood. Is this really good for
the tiger (or the Monarch butterfly, or
whichever is the charismatic flagship species of
interest being promoted)? Unlikely, as
widespread examples from any IASC meeting
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Elinor Ostrom, Harini Nagendra and Nagendra's daughter
in Bangalore, 2008

will demonstrate.
Why, then, are such approaches still widely
promulgated by governments, influential
thinktanks and international policy makers?
Clearly, lack of information does not constitute
a barrier. Perhaps it is the lack of dialogue,
exacerbated by the imbalance in power, that is
the problem. It is the same lack of dialogue
and imbalance in power between the
urbanized landscape to the west of my office
(with its character shaped by the shared use of
large roads by high speed traffic), and the
rural landscape to the east (with its character
shaped by the shared use of wetlands by cattle
and people), that leads to the dominance of
the road over the lake, of the need for speed
and linear growth over reflection and an
appreciation of the cycles of life. Such an
imbalance in appreciation, in ideology, almost
inevitably leads to the disappearance and
decay of these commons in urban areas. Cities
thus become oceans of gray in a quest for
endless economic growth, swallowing up all
the little islands where commoners once
thrived
and
flourished
in
respectful
contestation and adaptive dialogue with
nature.
My research with Lin on the rural forests and
urban commons of India and Nepal taught me
much about the need to set aside disciplinary

preconceptions (including the widespread and
highly mistaken notion that ecology is a "hard"
science while the social sciences are "soft",
therefore ultimately biased, flawed and to be
discarded). Lin herself was a quintessential
blurrer of boundaries: awarded the Nobel Prize
for Economics, she was as far removed from
traditional macroeconomic approaches to
global growth as it was possible to be. Her
Design Principles were deeply influential for so
many of us who are part of this global and
vibrant community of the Commons, including
commoners, practitioners, academics and
policy makers. Even more influential, as I
believe time will show, are her ideas on the
Social Ecological Systems (SES) framework,
which she developed in a series of articles from
2007 onwards, and on which she was working
tirelessly even towards the very end of her life,
from her hospital bed. Through this
framework, scholars and practitioners of the
commons have a chance to engage with
questions of power, agency and political
economy in a more deep and incisive manner.
Lin and I collaborated on research that used
the SES framework that she developed for the
very first time to study issues of governance of
the urban commons: an increasingly important
and highly contested arena on which we need
to shine a spotlight. We examined the
governance of lakes in Bangalore, identifying
factors that can facilitate collective action and
lead to ecological protection and recovery. This
is an issue particularly close to my own heart,
as my engagement with Bangalore's lakes
began as a citizen and community member,
not as a scholar! Lin and I spoke every
Tuesday (morning for her, evening for me) for
close to six years, and a topic of many of our
weekly Tuesday conversations in the 2-3 years
before her passing related to urban
governance. I learnt much about her own
emotional connection to the fresh water
systems of Los Angeles where she did her PhD,
and gained a fresh appreciation of the power of
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The view from my window - a wetland, with dumped
debris visible at one corner

emotion in driving reasoned scholarship
(rather than disengaging scholarship from
emotion, as some schools of thought favor).
One critical factor that clearly emerged from
our study of Bangalore's lakes was the need
for dialogue between communities and city
government, which is required for effective comanagement. Such dialogue seems to be
particularly important to generate strong
polycentric networks in high-growth urban
contexts. These contexts are particularly prone
to risk as they face political economic
challenges of rent seeking and economic
profit-making that can bias planning towards
short term profit seeking, at the expense of
long
term
sustainability.
Fortunately,
Bangalore seems to doing well in this regard,
with a number of lake communities coming
forward to reclaim derelict lakes in their
neighborhood, supported by civic action in the
form of Public Interest Litigations and an active
judiciary that places pressure on city
administration.

pathways towards greater sustainability. As a
recipient of the Elinor Ostrom Senior Scholar
award, I recognize with humility the privilege
and responsibility reposed by this honor,
coming in the name of one of the most unique
and irreplaceable thinkers the world has had
the privilege to know. Moving forward with my
colleagues at my new academic home at Azim
Premji University in Bangalore, we are
engaged
in
the
co-design
of
new,
interdisciplinary educational initiatives for
sustainability in the Indian context. Engaging
with problems of sustainability in an equitable,
fair and just manner will require the fresh
perspectives brought by hundreds of young
minds engaged in respectful contestation. Lin
would have been the first to agree! I only wish
she was here in person to share with us in the
steps of this journey: but she is indeed, in
spirit, in motivation, and in our common
memories.
harini.nagendra@apu.edu.in

Such initiatives cannot be taken for granted,
however, and are few and far between at the
national level. Our only hope for scaling up
such action is to provide education at a mass
scale, interdisciplinary education that crosses
boundaries, and encourages contestation and
careful thinking, in the search for equitable
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Lin Ostrom: Up Close and Personal
Eduardo Araral
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National University of Singapore, Singapore

Dianne Araral
Anglo Chinese Junior College, Singapore

L

in Ostrom was known for her work on
governance of the commons and her critique of
markets and states. However, there are many
lesser-known facets of Lin as a person and a
friend. We had a special bond with Lin and
Vincent Ostrom. We had the privilege of living
and working with them for four years (20022006), including having weekly dinner, endless
conversations as well as house and yard work
with them. In this note, we share our experience
with Lin up close and personal.
Lin as a person and friend
On top of our list of Lin as a person and a friend
was her devotion to her husband Vincent.
Vincent and Lin were intellectual soul mates,
Vincent as the philosopher and Lin the
theoretician and empiricist. They spent close to
40 years building the Workshop on Political
Theory and Policy Analysis at Indiana UniversityBloomington. Lin dedicated her 1990 book to
Vincent "for his love and contestation", while
Vincent dedicated his work to Lin. She took care
of and cheered on Vincent, as he grew older,
more sickly and frail. Bloomington Hospital had
become Lin’s third home, her second being the
hotel. She often called Vincent to check on him
whenever she was away to remind him of his
medications. She would often rush home from
her travels to make sure Vincent does not miss
his medical appointments. On weekends during
summer and fall, Lin and Vincent would usually
stroll and watch the sunset.
The Ostroms were generous at heart. They
supported graduate students and their families,
including us, to study in the US. They donated

their estate to the Tocqueville endowment fund
to continue to support students and scholars
visiting the Workshop. They even donated to our
college trust fund. However, the Ostroms were
personally frugal. Lin would sew Vincent's socks
repeatedly before getting a new one. She had
the same small, old travelling bag, blazers and
pair of shoes for more than 10 years.
Lin and Vincent loved to bake turkey during
Thanksgiving, inviting friends over and enjoying
roasted marshmallows, corn and beer in their log
cabin in the forested outskirts of Bloomington,
Indiana. They would convert leftover turkey into
a rich and creamy turkey-vegetable soup that
would last for days. They both loved Chinese
food (Sichuan and Cantonese) including fortune
cookies. Their idea of celebration – including
celebrating birthdays and graduation for a PhD
advisee - was going to their favorite Chinese
restaurant on the East side of town.
Lin loved plants and gardening. Cactus,
tangerine plants and pine trees were among her
favorites. She disliked chemicals and would
rather pick, with her bare hands, stubborn weeds
in between cobblestones in their driveway. She
would prepare compost materials from kitchen
refuse. Watering plants was her weekend
therapy as was the thread mill. She loved birds,
particularly woodpeckers and hummingbirds,
which would regularly pay a visit to their wellstocked bird tray hanging by a maple tree
overlooking their dining hall. They also had two
cats at one time.
Lin was a highly disciplined scholar. Her day
started at 4am and ended at 10pm. She would
occasionally watch news (Jim Lehrer Show) with
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gemstones and ethnic jewelry, some of which
she gave away to us, including a figurine from
Japan from World War II. Lin and Vincent were
both craftsmen, in the literal and figurative sense
of the term. They literally designed and helped
build their house and furniture, including their
dining table and chairs out of the maple trees in
their woodlot. They also built their log cabin in
Manitoulin Island in Canada off the coast of Lake
Michigan, a two-day drive from Bloomington.
There was no electricity or running water in the
cabin. In this isolation, Lin would finish her
projects. They did this for almost 40 years.

Eduardo Araral, Elinor Ostrom Awardee

Vincent after a long day. She has numerous
writing projects, reviews and proposals to finish,
three research centers to co-manage, numerous
PhDs to advice, a course to teach and dozens of
weekly emails to respond to.
Her discipline was evident in her travels. Lin was
a tireless globetrotter and a much sought after
speaker, possibly clocking the most mileage by a
social scientist. Her travel calendar was usually
already full the year before. She visited us in
Singapore a few months after winning the Nobel
Prize, landing at the airport at 6 in the morning
after a 20-hour direct flight from New York. By
9am, she was already visiting the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy for a packed schedule –
meetings, seminars, public lectures and late
night dinners. Three days later, she was off to
two other countries and back in Bloomington
over the weekend. On the plane, she is finishing
her article for the 100th year anniversary edition
of the American Economic Review. This was a
normal itinerary for Lin at 75 years old.

Finally, but most importantly, Lin was a warm
friend with a cheerful spirit. She signed off her
emails with "cheers" and greeted everyone with
a hearty hello. She treasured her friends. She
kept three shoeboxes full of birthday and
Christmas cards from friends and students all
around the world. My daughter’s school artwork
– a wire sculpture – was kept in their dining hall
along with other personal artwork from friends.
She had a keen sense of humor, optimism,
infectious enthusiasm and indomitable spirit. Lin
soldiered on with what she loved to do. Three
months before she passed away, weakened by
chemotherapy and the ravages of cancer, she
made sure she commented on a paper we are
working on and gave encouragement for it to be
finished. Lin had also her soft spot. When we
finally left Bloomington in June 2006, the
Ostroms bade us with a teary farewell and a
heavy heart. This was the Lin Ostrom we knew,
up close and personal.
sppaej@nus.edu.sg
* This is an abridged version of a tribute paper to be
published in Environmental Science and Policy

Lin and Vincent loved native art, which they
eventually donated to a museum in Arizona.
They liked American Indian, Chinese and African
paintings, carvings, prints, accessories and
cloths. Lin collected (on Vincent’s influence)
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The Importance of the Commons Perspective
Michael Cox
Assistant Professor
Environmental Studies Program, Dartmouth College, USA

O

ne interpretation of social science is that it
is the study of animal behavior, where the
animal happens to be the same as the scientists
studying it. Many social scientists are interested
in human behavior because humans have a
disproportionately large effect on the state of the
natural environment, much of which can be
accurately labeled as a commons.
By "commons" I mean anything that creates a
collective-action
problem,
this
being
a
divergence between public and private interests.
While there are other conceptions of the
commons, I think this very basic definition
captures why the commons is such a
foundational concept. To begin, it makes the
concept of the commons as general as collectiveaction, which itself is quite general. As David
Sloan Wilson from Binghamton University has
convinced me, collective-action problems do not
only occur between humans, but between social
agents at numerous levels of social and biological
organization. While the language used may be
different across such levels, the dynamics of
producing and maintaining collective benefits in
the face of socially counter-productive incentives
is quite general. This is shown by, among other
things, the recent popularity in the study of
bacterial quorum sensing as an example of
microbial collective-action.
From this perspective, I think that some of the
distinctions made between what is labeled social
science and a range of more "natural" sciences
are usefully seen as artificial, which is why I
earlier described social science as the study of
animal behavior. I say usefully because, as E.O.
Wilson has exhorted us, we can do better
science when our theories are consilient across
realms of observation. We uncontroversially

prefer
parsimonious
theories
with
high
explanatory power. If we do not consider the
application of a theory across disciplines and
across scales, then we may under-leverage the
real utility of that theory. And I think we have
every reason to expect that theories developed
to explain collective-action outcomes among one
set of agents would be applicable to agents at
distinct levels of biological organization.
Furthermore, I think this comparison between
humans and other biological agents is useful as a
buffer against arguments for either hypercontextualizing or entirely de-contextualizing
human behavior. The first perspective argues
that, through their ability to create and sustain
culture, humans have somehow transcended
biology and the "standard rules", whatever they
are, do not apply. Conversely, others insist on
universally conceiving humans as uber-rational
automatons that endlessly strive to maximize
utility regardless of their context, an assumption
that has convenient implications for our ability to
mathematically formalize human behavior.
Needless to say, such formalizations do not
preserve the context of human decision-making
all that well.
Emphasizing the concept of the commons and
the collective-action problems it generates may
support a middle-ground between these two
perspectives. The ubiquity of commons
dilemmas presents a challenge to both the
perspectives just mentioned: to the former
because of the commonality across contexts that
it implies, and the latter because it means that
such things as externalities and market failures,
which are close to synonymous with collectiveaction problems, are not exceptions to an
otherwise
perfectly
competitive
market
comprised of mathematically rational robots.
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proximate mechanisms by which this more
ultimate cause is accomplished.

Michael Cox at the 2013 IASC Global Conference

They are in fact the rule. A great contribution
that Elinor Ostrom made was to rescue us from
the conclusion this observation might lead us to:
that cooperation is impossible among social
groups. Through her efforts she helped to
preserve a critical middle-ground where we
understand that collective-action problems are
inevitable, but many times they are not beyond
the abilities of social agents to resolve.
Cooperation is as much a feature of social life as
competition is, and it is up to us to try to
rigorously sort out when one is favored over the
other.
In addition to all of this, the concept of the
commons is important for producing prescriptive
knowledge, by which I mean knowledge that it
enables us to make suggestions for how
environmental problems might be ameliorated. I
say this because I believe that collective-action
problems associated with the commons are at
the root of the great majority, if not all, of our
environmental problems. Another way to state
this is that the failure to resolve collective-action
problems associated with the commons is the
ultimate cause of many environmental problems.
To again borrow some insight from David Sloan
Wilson, ultimate causes can be accomplished by
one of many more proximate mechanisms. It is
these proximate mechanisms I believe are at the
center of academic research on the commons.
Essentially, the ultimate cause of failed (or
successful)
collective-action
becomes
the
starting point of an empirical search for the

An important question then, when trying to
understand the causes of many to most
environmental problems, is: what are the
commons and their associated collective-action
problems? Initial responses to this question are
themselves characteristics and processes that
can be further unpacked. For example, we know
that cooperation is aided when transaction costs
are kept low and monitoring and sanctioning
processes are in place. But there is a range of
conditions under which these features could
themselves be accomplished, which leads us to
subsequent questions. Such a process of
unpacking could be characterized as a diagnostic
analysis of environmental problems. By
diagnostic I mean the process of asking a
roughly ordered set of questions to unpack the
complexity of a case and uncover the causes
behind an outcome observed in that case. The
language of diagnostic analysis in environmental
problems has been most extensively developed
by Oran Young, and was later adapted by
Ostrom in her development of a social-ecological
systems framework. For Young, the process was
aimed at finding mid-range theories that explain
outcomes in well-defined subsets or types of
cases, as opposed to universal laws or
idiosyncratic observations.
To conclude, the concept of the commons can
help orient environmental researchers both with
respect to a range of disciplines that are
addressing surprisingly similar phenomena, as
well as with respect to a particular environmental
problem or case. It enables scholars to address
such cases in a consistent way by serving as the
starting point for developing mid-range theories
that explain successes or failures of collectiveaction. It is a foundational concept for those
trying to understand environmental problems
specifically, but also a range of dynamics that
produce socially detrimental outcomes for a set
of agents.
Michael.E.Cox@Dartmouth.Edu
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Championing the Commons
Kate Ashbrook
General Secretary
The Open Spaces Society, United Kingdom

C

ommons—whether water, land, air or
knowledge—are a shared resource. Theft of the
commons is a form of inclosure*. The Open
Spaces Society has been campaigning for the
commons and against inclosure for the last 150
years. Founded in 1865 as the Commons
Preservation Society it is the oldest national
conservation body in Britain.
Commons in England and Wales are defined in
law. All commons have an owner, but others
have rights there too, of grazing, or collecting
wood for instance, in connection with their
landholding. In the past, most commoners were
dependent on the common’s resources for their
survival. Now, many commons fulfill a different,
or additional, purpose, of providing recreational
enjoyment, as the public has the right to walk on
all of them and to ride on many. Commons are
recorded on registers, with maps and lists of
owners and right-holders.
The Open Spaces Society’s campaign for the
commons has focused on collective action and
influencing decision-makers, by gathering
evidence of the importance and value of
commons and galvanizing support for the cause.
These methods are relevant whatever the cause,
and this is why the society believes that the
International Association for the Study of the
Commons should embrace practitioners together
with academics.
We are symbiotic in the
campaign for the commons.

The Open Spaces Society

centuries, landowners seized the commons.
There were bitter battles which the peasants
fought with pitchforks and other farm
implements as weapons. Landowners ploughed
and tilled and inclosed the commons with fastgrowing hedges. Now we have only a remnant
of the former commons, a mere 1,200 square
miles. However, what remains is immensely
valuable and rich in public interest.

The theft of the commons

Our commons cover a wide range of habitats
from mountains and moorlands to forests and
woods, heaths and seashores. They come in all
shapes and sizes.
They have remained
undisturbed through history, so they are rich in
animal and plantlife and archaeological remains,
they provide unspoilt landscapes and places for
informal public recreation. In the uplands, in the
north and west of England and Wales, they are
still crucial to the farmers' livelihoods, providing
essential grazing for livestock.

Once, much of England and Wales was common
land.
During the parliamentary inclosure
movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth

The Commons Preservation Society was founded
just at the end of the inclosures, when the
commons began to be taken for development.
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Kate Ashbrook, The Open Spaces Society

The society backed the common right-holders
and the public in saving Hampstead Heath,
Wimbledon Common and Epping Forest in and
around London, and many other commons
further afield. It commissioned a trainload of
tough men in 1866 to march from Tring Station
to Berkhamsted Common in Hertfordshire and
pull down the two miles of five-foot-high iron
railings unlawfully erected by Lord Brownlow.
Thus the society restored the common to the
people (it now belongs to the National Trust, a
charity which was founded by members of the
Commons Preservation Society in 1895).
Registration and protection of commons
At that time there was no record of the
commons, and they were at risk. The society
campaigned for all commons to be registered,
but it was not until the Commons Registration
Act 1965 that this was done. The Act provided a
far-too-short three years in which all commons
had to be registered. Many were omitted and it
was then too late to record them, so they have
been lost. These registers are inaccurate and
out of date. Much more recently, the Commons
Act 2006 provides for a limited correction of the
registers. However, seven years on, that part of
the Act has only been implemented in seven
English counties. We urgently need it to be fully
in force so that we can restore omitted land to
the registers and win a public right of access
there.

Commons have some legal protection.
For
instance, a landowner must obtain the consent of
the environment ministers in England or Wales
before erecting any works on a common, and the
minister will take account of the public interest in
determining the application. Even so, commons
are being eroded by unlawful development and
by neighbors filching bits into their gardens. The
Open Spaces Society is campaigning for local
authorities to have a duty to deal with
encroachments as, at present, no one takes any
action.
There are many traditions associated with
commons. One is the beating of the bounds on
Rogation Sunday (the fifth Sunday after Easter)
when local people would walk around the
common and tap the boundary stones with sticks
(or turn the children upside down and bump their
heads on them). Communities should revive this
tradition, to remind themselves of the
boundaries and to have an early warning of
unlawful encroachments.
Changing times
Lifestyles have changed and far fewer people
turn out stock on their local common. Many of
the houses with common rights are owned by
people with no interest in grazing. This lack of
grazing means that commons can get lost under
a sea of scrub, which is detrimental to the
biodiversity, landscape and public enjoyment.
Or a conservation group may take over the
management of the common and want to
introduce livestock, but is then faced with the
risk of speeding traffic on roads across the
common. This leads to calls for fencing.
The Open Spaces Society often objects to
applications for fences, for they create physical
and psychological barriers and can be an
eyesore.
And fences symbolise those past
struggles between the oppressed local people
and powerful outside interests—they are the first
stage in divorcing the commons from their
communities. It is far better to slow the traffic.
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while we still face threats to the commons these
do not compare with the gravity of the
inclosures. However, many nations are facing
now the ravaging of their commons which we
endured 250 years ago. Their public land is
being exploited by governments, industry,
developers and landowners, and the dependent
communities dispossessed.
We all have much to learn from our leader and
mentor, the late Elinor Ostrom. She believed in
the power of collective action, listened to all the
arguments, gathered sound evidence and
championed the cause. We take up her torch in
our battle for that unique, invaluable, shared
resource—our commons.
The Open Space Newsletter, The

hq@oss.org.uk

Open Spaces Society

The Open Spaces Society
www.oss.org.uk

Ideally, there would be an enforced 40-milesper-hour speed limit on all unfenced roads
across common land, so that people know that
commons are special; you slow down for
commons. This already exists on Dartmoor in
South West England and in Ashdown Forest and
the New Forest in South East England.

* inclosure is a formal term meaning that it has been
enclosed by an Act of Parliament

Because commons are a shared resource,
everyone with an interest in them should be
involved in deciding their future. Communities
should be central to plans for managing the
commons. Local people know their common,
they are watchdogs. Managers of commons
need to consult and involve the community in
their ideas for the common. Two booklets, the
multi-agency A Common Purpose and the Open
Spaces Society's Finding Common Ground, will
help them with this. For commons with an
agricultural interest, the Foundation for Common
Land (a gathering of those across Great Britain
with a stake in pastoral commons) has much
expertise to offer.
Exploitation
Here in England and Wales the devastating
inclosure period is ingrained in our memory, and
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Perspectives
Catarina Illsley
Coordinator of the Farmer Management of Natural Resources Program
Grupo de Estudios Sociales y Ambientales A.C., Mexico

T

he Environmental and Social Studies Group
(Grupo de Estudios Ambientales y Sociales A.C.
– GEA) is a non-profit "research-action"
institution working in central Mexico to promote
local access to safe water and food, train
communities in sustainable land management,
and support the conservation and sustainable
use of biodiversity and agrobiodiversity in rural
Mexico. Founded in 1977, GEA is among the
oldest grassroots environmental organizations in
Mexico. The initiative works with a network of
researchers, community groups, and local civil
society organizations to leverage both technical
expertise and traditional knowledge in service of
environmental conservation. The full and active
participation of local communities is prioritized,
as is a governance structure that ensures
inclusive decision-making and the adherence to
democratic principles.
The guiding objectives of GEA are: (1)
consolidating participatory local approaches for
the sustainable management of ecosystems,
agro-ecosystems and food systems, all within a
watershed approach; (2) channelling the energy
of civil society to promote ecosystem health,
food and water security, and biodiversity
conservation through the development of policies
that
incorporate
co-management
and
sustainability; (3) strengthening participatory
processes and direct democracy by working with
and through community organizations; (4)
promoting practices that favour harmony
between people, society, and nature; and (5)
ensuring the long-term internal strengthening of
GEA itself.
Within GEA, projects are organized under four
programs:

Grupo de Estudios Ambientales
y Sociales A.C.

1. Farmer Management of Natural Resources
(Programa de Manejo Campesino de Recursos
Naturales, or MACARENA);
2. Sustainable Food Systems
Alimentarios Sustentables, or SAS);

(Sistemas

3. Participatory Management and Sustainability
(Gestión Participativa hacia la Sustentabilid;
4. and GEAVIDEO, a cross-cutting program that
comprises the use of audio-visual and
multimedia
technologies
to
communicate
messages on GEA's work.
The GEA approach combines study and research
with community based, demand-driven projects.
The group serves as a repository for knowledge
across its work areas and as a centre for local
action. The organization currently works with
over 20 different partners and collaborators,
while also maintaining a library of over 150
publications that are based on knowledge and
lessons generated from GEA projects. And while
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the organization is a pioneering example of
effectively bridging dialogue between traditional
and scientific knowledge, it primarily works with
and for rural communities, throughout its history
it has included chinamperos - farmers that grow
crops on artificial islands on what remains of
Lake Xochimilco – forest communities in Sierra
Norte de Puebla, and other community-based
initiatives throughout Oaxaca and Guerrero.
Currently it carries out the Project for
Sustainable Farmer Management of Natural
Resources and Agrofood systems in Guerrero.
This is a regional program incorporating more
than 30 communities
over a 1,416-square
kilometre area in the Balsas River Basin, spread
across the municipalities of Mártir de Cuilapán,
Ahuacuotzingo, Zitlala and Chilapa de Álvarez.
Themes within the project are:
1. Forest and biodiversity management, through
the establishment of forest reserves and
community herbaria, reforestation efforts, and
the sustainable management of non-timber
forest products.
2. Water management, aimed at improving
water quality in watersheds and other
ecosystems through democratizing water access
and distribution, and planning and implementing
the restoration and conservation of watersheds,
natural springs, and degraded lands.
3. Sustainable agriculture, with an emphasis on
agro-biodiversity, native seed selection and
conservation, biological control of pests, and ecoagriculture approaches to food security.
4. Livestock management, with a focus on water
for cattle, nutrition alternatives, planning grazing
routes, and managing the balance between
cattle and forest needs.
5.
Household-scale
environment
and
development projects, including water and
sanitation, water filtration, the provision of fuelefficient stoves, cultivation of vegetable gardens,
and harvesting medicinal and comestible plants.

6. Water and sanitation services for local schools
to ensure quality, quantity and continuity of safe
water for local youth, as well as education and
awareness-raising on the links between
environmental health and human health.
7. Education, art and local identity programming,
through the use of school festivals and
workshops, radio, theatre, video and other
activities.
Some impacts
The Project has been highly successful at
catalysing local projects for environmental
conservation and regeneration that also serve to
improve local wellbeing and create new sources
of income for the local population. In total, the
organization has started and overseen more than
2,000 soil and water conservation projects.
Ecosystems and natural resources are the
cornerstone of the local economy, so
interventions to protect and restore the
environment are tantamount to investments in
local economic prosperity. At the same time, the
rural communities that GEA serves are
dependent on healthy, properly functioning
ecosystems for their own health and wellbeing.
Investments in environmental stewardship have
also been investments in community health,
therefore.
GEA has helped to secure a supply of clean
drinking water for ten different rural
communities. The organization has also made
investments in local infrastructure to separate
water for human consumption and that for
livestock use: an important step in sanitation and
public health. GEA has also prioritized water and
sanitation services in local schools, constructing
sanitary facilities in 27 different schoolhouses.
These interventions are significantly reducing the
concentration of sewage in rivers and aquifers,
thereby improving the health of communities by
reducing incidence of waterborne diseases. GEA
water and sanitation projects are complemented
by education, awareness-raising and outreach
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efforts on hygiene issues, again building
awareness from the younger generation
upwards. Water quality has also been improved
by the collective move towards ecoagriculture,
which is reducing pollution of groundwater and
waterways
by
agrichemicals.
GEA
land
management activities have resulted in a
marked increase in the flow of rivers and
springs. In certain cases, some springs that were
previously dry have been regenerated. The
increased availability of water locally has had a
profound impact on the instigation of new
livelihood activities such as fruit orchards and
vegetable gardens, which have also had positive
implications for food security and nutrition. GEA
also works with eight women’s groups, providing
training in the canning and drying of local foods,
the reintroduction of native crops, and organic
farming. These activities too have had a positive
impact on local food security and household
nutrition.

collective management of watersheds.

A number of GEA projects have a construction
dimension, requiring substantial inputs of local
labour. This has created a number of local
employment opportunities, generating more
than 1,000 short-term jobs to date. In the longer
term, alternative livelihood activities and training
are helping the local population develop
sustainable sources of income that do not
damage the forests. A good illustration of this
phenomenon is the GEA sustainable production
of maguey project.

A very important effort has been made from GEA
to inform of the environmental and health risks
related to the introduction of GMO corn into our
country. Together with a group of allies, GEA has
done a great deal of lobbying to create laws that
consider those risks and to stop permission for
the commercial planting of GMO's.

Policy impacts
Although the management of natural resources
in rural Mexico falls largely to small-scale
landholders, local communities and indigenous
peoples, their traditional knowledge systems and
resource management techniques are often
invisible to policy makers. A stated aim of GEA is
to demonstrate the environmental, social and
economic benefits that are possible from
harmonizing official government policies and
regulations with the traditional practices of local
communities. To date, the association has
worked in this regard, specifically around the
management of water resources, local palm
(Brahea dulcis), and maguey (Agave). Among
other issues helping to stop the branding of the
term Agave for the exclusive use of tequila,
mezcal and bacanora registered producers.

catiIlsley@gmail.com
Grupo de Estudios Ambientales A.C.
http://geaac.org/

The community-based approach used by GEA
strengthens local capacity and local institutions
by involving the entire community in planning
and
decision-making
around
projects.
Interventions in rural communities have always
been based on demand, while the group has
been careful to only proceed with projects that
have the backing of community assemblies. This
approach has furnished communities with a real
sense of ownership over their initiatives, and
ensures that local knowledge is incorporated into
project
design.
Relationships
between
communities have also been strengthened
through inter-community agreements for the
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The Work and Vision of the Foundation for
Ecological Security
Jagdeesh Rao
Executive Director
Foundation for Ecological Security, India

F

oundation for Ecological Security (FES) was
set up in 2001 to reinforce the massive and
critical task of ecological restoration in India. The
Foundation strives for a future that is based on
holistic understanding of the principles that
govern the interrelationship of various life forms
and natural systems.
FES works in six eco-regions of the country,
reaching 3.8 million people from more than
6,686 village institutions across 28 districts in
nine states (Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Himachal
Pradesh, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, and Nagaland). The
efforts have resulted in improved management
and governance of over 1.83 million acres of
common lands which, in turn, has improved the
productivity of an equal amount of the adjacent
privately-owned lands, together resulting in
better incomes from agriculture, livestock
production and sale of forest produce.
Acknowledging its efforts in assisting village
communities in sustainable management of
Common lands in India, FES was awarded the
Times of India Social Impact Award – 2012 (Best
NGO in the Environment Category). Close on its
heels, FES also received the Elinor Ostrom
International Award on Collective Governance of
the Commons – 2013 (First place in Practitioners
Category) and the 2013 Land for Life Award,
instituted by the UNCCD (United Nations
Convention to Combat Desertification).
The following essay is a summary based upon an
interview from a film commissioned by UNCCD
to showcase the efforts of FES. In this film, FES'
Executive Director, Mr. Jagdeesh Rao, explains

elements of FES' work and how important it is
today.
The Three Cornerstones
In a world which is increasingly dominated by
economic priorities, we at FES believe that
human society is a part of a larger ecological
whole, a larger ecological planet. We are just one
of the various living forms. And of our ways of
living, of human society’s ways of living,
economic priorities are just one set of priorities.
We have other goals by which we lead happy
lives. With this worldview in mind, there are
three cornerstones on which FES' activities rest:
First and foremost is Ecological Restoration: We
believe in the bio-physical infrastructure as the
true infrastructure for rural economies. By that I
mean
soil,
water,
moisture,
nutrients,
biodiversity – this is fundamental for farming to
survive, for resilience of farming and farm
economies.
The second important aspect is the Social
Infrastructure – which is collective action, the
ways in which rural societies interact with one
another, with families and kind of bonds they
build amongst each other and rules and
regulations which govern their lives. These are
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important platforms on which their lifestyles are
determined: we therefore build our action on the
social infrastructure within a village, essentially
the collective action within a village.
The third dimension is a Tilt Towards the Poor:
so that we enable better economic opportunities
for the poor within the ecological thresholds.
So we have ecological restoration, local
governance based on social infrastructure, and
economic opportunity for the rural poor, as the
three cornerstones of our Foundation.
The Founding of FES
FES was born out of rich experience from a
project which was designed around the Tree
Growers' Cooperative Project, a project formed
around nature and human beings. We realised
from implementing such a large-scale project
across India that however simple tree-growing
might sound, it is deeply connected to the
political economy of land, water, organisation,
and economic capital. The structures that we
introduced in villages, and enabling laws and
policies that we actually take to villages, could
either strengthen their lives, or act in ways which
might be divisive, excluding the poor and maybe
reinforcing the status quo of power structures.
We found in our experience that cooperatives,
though they are wonderful forms of collective
action, when working with common pool
resources, they could in some cases be
detrimental or incompatible with rural life.
We also realised that the trees were symbol of
ecosystems and that people were really talking
about restoring their water bodies, restoring
their pastures, restoring their forests, grasses,
shrubs … and not only trees. So we moved away
from just trees into looking at issues concerning
ecosystems on the whole, the integrity of
ecosystems like hydrological regimes, nutrient
regimes, biodiversity. And that is how our
Foundation for Ecological Security came into the
picture.

Commons: Changes and Challenges in
India
Uniquely, between the extremes of the State on
one side and individualism on the other, FES
looks at Commons as a way of ecological
governance. By definition, Common Pool
Resources (CPR) are open-access resources
where it is difficult make a list of recognised
users and exclude other potential beneficiaries. A
twin definition is of Common Property Regimes
which are the social arrangements (such as
social regulations and rules, rewards and
punishments) to govern Common Pool
Resources for collective use.
The Commons are estimated to make up 1530% of India's land mass so we are talking about
something like 45-60 million acres of land –
almost equal to the size of Kenya. It was also
estimated in recent studies (2010), that the
extent of dependence on Commons was as high
as 80-90%, with rural India depending on
Commons for things like firewood, fodder, water,
food, and medicine. Access to these Commons
remains critical for daily life today. With a
burgeoning population of 1.2 billion people in
India, and an equal amount of livestock, this land
is critical for citizens’ basic survival, and for
production of food.
But the challenges that these lands face are
many. Firstly, these lands are over- used due to
unregulated grazing encroachment. Popular
drives of distributing titles over lands also results
in common pool resources being divided into
individual properties, and shift of land use to
urban sprawls, economic activities, industrial
zones, and special economic zones (SEZ).
One of the foremost challenges is that Commons
are being titled as wastelands because in public
perception, and in policy thinking, wastelands are
neither productive nor useful for local people,
whereas in reality, they are the backbone of the
rural economy. This perception needs to be
changed and that is where our efforts are
concentrated.
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ecosystems: the way ecosystems are viewed in a
larger world view which sees soil and water as
externalities whereas in fact, they are the basic
fuels for the engines of growth. Without these, it
is not possible to have growth at all.
Unfortunately, certain dominant thoughts have
viewed environment and water as externalities.
So our work around Commons is basically to
work with these externalities and make them
very integral to ways of thinking about growth.
Jagdeesh Rao and Elinor Ostrom during the 2011
IASC Global Conference in Hyderabad

Yet another challenge, at a higher level, is the
mindset in the wider world that local people
cannot manage their own resources and that
you need government to manage things for local
people. Whereas recent scientific understanding
and centuries of wisdom gives us ample
evidence that people can actually take care of
their lives and manage pastures, forests, water
irrigation systems; there is tremendous
management-related
traditional
knowledge
latent in many societies across the world.
However, development planners assume that
governments are needed to manage these. So
we need to investigate what type of systems can
be better managed by local communities and
what type of systems can be better managed by
big governments. We also believe that both are
necessary but it is not necessary to mix their
roles.
A third hurdle the Commons face is improper or
lack of tenure. More often than not tenure
arrangements benefit those who are betterplaced, owing to their customary use practices,
proximity to resources, and ability to exercise
peer control. Even where local communities use
and manage the lands, it is informally, without
the backing of the country’s laws. How to align
the informal arrangements worked out within
small village communities with the formal laws of
the nation is another formidable challenge.
The fourth is a challenge which is not necessarily
restricted to Commons, but is about

Putting Nature Back into Natural Resource
Management
Regrettably, when one talks about natural
resource management in India, hardly anyone
looks at nature. So FES stresses the part of
nature in natural resource management. By that
we mean posing questions like: Do our plans on
which thousands of millions are being spent suit
the hydro-geology of the area? Or do they
improve the functioning of ecosystems like
pollination, and pest control? These are some of
the strategies to put nature back into natural
resource management that is unique to FES.
Pursuing Collective Action
In pursuing collective action, probably the most
structurally-useful intervention we have made is
in making universal membership a defining
feature of our work. When you usually go to
villages and start including people or asking
them to join collectives, more often the poor and
women are left out by that definition of inclusion.

Whereas what we did in villages was to make it a
unique universal franchise so that anyone who is
a resident of a village and above the age of 18, is
automatically a member in the decision-making.
Thus we have democratised the space and
included women without leaving it to the sole
choice of men. Also, some rural forums might
not be very conducive for women to speak their
mind. So we work to create special forums which
are friendlier to them and ensure that their
voices are heard.
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The FES Dream
Our efforts also involved looking at mechanisms
and instruments that come into play in selling
produce outside and away from villages so that
women get deprived of basic fodder and
firewood. You cannot imagine women buying
fodder or firewood six months in advance in a
country like India. Again, it is usually the men of
the village who come together and make money
on a project involving the sale and
merchandising of timber. Now consider that if
the same programme is tilted towards
subsistence, where you don't talk about trees
but about shrubs and a variety of plants, then
the project will benefit women and give them a
role to play. So basically, we have worked on
issues like merchandising, so that the kind of
mechanisms which are detrimental to women
are done away with.

Recent Publications
Emily Castle

There are 40-50 million acres of commons lands
in India, on which around seven to eight billion
dollars are spent annually. It is time we wake up
and have institutional investments alongside
these financial investments. By institutional
investment what we mean is secure tenure, clear
access and benefit rules, and devolution of
powers and responsibilities to local institutions
like a Panchayat or a fourth-tier village
institution. That is what we are working towards.
ed@fes.org.in
Foundation for Ecological Security
fes.org.in

Jones, P.J.S. 2014. Governing Marine Protected
Areas: Resilience through Diversity. New York:
Routledge.
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Announcements
Send Letters and Announcements to Alyne
Delaney, Editor, Commons Digest, Innovative
Fisheries Management, Aalborg University,
Skibbrogade 5, Aalborg 9000, Denmark.
ad@ifm.aau.dk Tel: +45 99 40 36 94

Be part of the IASC!
IASC is itself a commons, and depends on its
membership dues for many of the critical activities
it
undertakes.
Become
a
member!
https://membership.iasc-commons.org/
Suscribe to the newsletter! Tell a friend! The
newsletter is the easiest way to receive all the news
about the association Click here to sign up, or
contact us at iasc@iasc-commons.org to post
announcements - conferences, job positions, etc. and reach the +3K members of our community:
https://membership.iasccommons.org/civicrm/profile/create?gid=12&reset
=1

ANNOUNCEMENTS
IASC deeply regrets the passing of Douglas
Wilson
Dear colleagues and friends, members of the
IASC,

With deep sorrow the International Association
for the Study of the Commons regrets the
passing of one of the founding members of the
association.
Douglas Wilson, long time editor of the Journal
of the Commons, Council Member and President
Elect of the IASC died on December 18, 2013.
Doug cared deeply in the IASC and he invested
much of his energy and professional life in our
association. He strongly believed in the need and
viability of a group of academics and
practitioners working on the Commons. He
recently showed the willingness to take up
presidency in the near future.
May Doug rest in peace.

Deadline Extension - Elinor Ostrom Award on
Collective Governance of the Commons 2014-2015 Edition
The Elinor Ostrom Award on Collective
Governance of the Commons Council opens the
call to members of the International Association
for the Study of the Commons in good standing
or of one of the Institutional Supporters of the
Award to nominate outstanding scholars or
practitioners in those fields to receive the Elinor
Ostrom Award on Collective Governance of the
Commons.
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The Award will be given in three categories:

•

Practitioners
(recognizing
the
work
around the creation, defense, sustainable
management and use of common resources by
groups, communities, and NGO or federations of
communities).

•

Young scholars involved in commons
studies,
committed
to
community-level
management and pro-communities policies, with
a middle term agenda on research, teaching
and/or advising commoners.

•

Senior
scholars,
also
involved
in
commons studies and work with commons,
communities and pro-commons policies. In this
third case, we also propose to acknowledge
commitment to and impact on training and/or
advising new generations of commons scholars
and practitioners.
In the three cases, awardees may be individuals
or groups. There will be one winner in each
category. In extraordinary cases, a joint first
place for a particular category may be awarded.
The call for nominations will be opened until
August 30th, 2014. More information on the Call
for nominations, the Institutional Supporters,
the Evaluation criteria and process and the
Award
may
be
found
on
the
elinorostromaward.org website.
Contact: ostromaward@gmail.com

2015 Global IASC Conference "The
Commons
Amidst
Complexity
and
Change" - Call for abstracts now open
The 2015 conference will focus on many
kinds of common pool resources including
fisheries, forests, and water resources as
well as a host of emergent problems of
social
and
environmental
change.
Participants in the conference will be invited

to share ideas, evidence and practical
solutions on questions of poverty, food
security,
social-ecological
resilience,
effective
governance,
human
rights,
indigenous knowledge, sustainable natural
resource development and climate change.
Deadline for Panel and Group Presentation
Abstracts - July 1, 2014
Deadline
for
Individual
Presentation
Abstracts - July 31, 2014
More information can be found on the
Conference website: www.iasc2015.org

2014
2nd
Thematic
knowledge commons

Conference

on

On September 5-7, 2014, NYU’s Engelberg
Center on Innovation, Law and Policy will host
the International Association for the Study of
Commons’
2nd
Thematic
Conference
on
Knowledge Commons. The conference aims to
provide a forum for presenting and discussing
developments in the interdisciplinary study of
knowledge commons. This year’s program will
devote several special paper tracks and policy
sessions to knowledge commons in the fields of
medicine and the environment. Keynote lectures
will be given by Yochai Benkler (Harvard Law
School), Eric von Hippel (MIT Sloan School of
Management), and Michael McGinnis (Political
Science, Indiana University, Bloomington).
Visit regularly the conference site for more
information: IASCKC.NYUENGELBERG.ORG

2014 3rd European Regional IASC Meeting From Generation to Generation: the use of
commons in a changing society
The overall theme for this regional meeting is
"From generation to generation - the use of
commons in a changing society". Northern and
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indigenous

commons

are

particularly

emphasized. Across panels and kneynotes, the
conference aims at contributing to the on-going
development of theory and the methods
concerning the commons.

•

Were old rules replaced by entirely new

ones, or were they simply adjusted to the new
circumstances?

•

Professor Ole Henrik Magga and Leticia Merino

Were rules always designed according to
what the local users thought was needed, or
were rules copied from other examples in the

will be keynote speakers.

vicinity?

Visit regularly the conference website for more
information: http://www.slu.se/iasc-europe2014

•

How
did
rule-makers
ensure
that
sanctions were avoided as much as possible?

•
Common

What level of sanctioning was sufficient to
scare off potential free-riders?

Workshop 'Common People, Common Rules.
Institutions and self-governance in historical
perspective’, to be held in Pamplona, 30-31
October 2014.

These and related questions will be at the core of
the meeting. Visit regularly the website
http://www.collectiveaction.info/_AGE_20141030_UPN-Pamplona for
more information

Workshop
Rules

-

Common

People,

During our two-day workshop we will be
focusing on institutions for collective action, that
are
self-governing
and
self-regulating
in
historical perspective. At the workshop much
attention will be given to the historical analysis
of common land regimes, which has witnessed a
clear shift in focus from the study of the
abolition of commons towards the analysis of the
internal logic of their functioning. The workshop
however also aims at attracting studies of the
regulation of other types of self-governing
institutions. In general, we aim at understanding
how efficient and effective regulation can be
developed, in a context of self-governing,
collective institutions, both in rural and urban
contexts. In such institutions, rules were
designed and put into practice by the
stakeholders
themselves.
Many
questions
however still remain unanswered:

•

How did stakeholders make sure that the
body of rules they designed remained effective,
efficient and sufficiently simple for all to
understand and apply?

The new issue of the International Journal of
the Commons is out
The Vol.8 N.1 of the International Journal of the
Commons
is
available
on
line:
https://www.thecommonsjournal.org/index.php/i
jc
The International Journal of the Commons (IJC)
is an initiative of the IASC.
Publishing in the International Journal of the
Commons has many advantages for scholars and
practitioners:

•

The IJC has over 1,500 registered readers
(note that registration is not required for
accessing any website content!).

•

Currently,
the
readership
of
the
International Journal of the Commons has
downloaded well over 100,000 full-text versions
of the articles.
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•

It is not uncommon for popular articles to
quickly get downloaded 1,000 times or more.

•

Access to all the articles published by the
International Journal of the Commons is free for
all! For authors, this means access to an
important but oftentimes untapped readership –
readers from the South where universities often
do not have the resources to pay for expensive
journal subscriptions.

•

The
International
Journal
of
the
Commons counts with an editorial board that
harbours the finest-of-the-finest in commons
practice and scholarship.

•

The IJC puts accepted papers on-line as
soon as the technical editing is done. This means
that manuscripts do not lie on a shelf waiting for
the formal publication date.

•

The
International
Journal
of
the
Commons is strongly committed to getting itself
indexed with all the important indexing
organizations and abstractors.

Join the International Journal of the
Commons group on LinkedIn
As an interdisciplinary peer-reviewed open-access
journal, the IJC is dedicated to furthering the
understanding of institutions for use and
management of resources that are (or could be)
enjoyed collectively. These resources may be part
of the natural world (e.g. forests, climate systems,
or the oceans) or they may emerge from social
realities created by humans (e.g. the internet or
(scientific) knowledge, for example of the sort that
is published in open-access journals).
Using resources collectively is often believed to be
problematic. In practice however, many cases can
be found of common pool resources that are used
in a sustainable way. The editors of the IJC
welcome contributions from all scientific disciplines,

from practitioners and policy makers. We hope that
our interdisciplinary approach will contribute to
creating a balanced and nuanced view of how
common pool institutions actually emerge, develop
and perform.
This LinkedIn group serves as a hub where all those
involved with or otherwise interested in the IJC e.g. guest-editors, reviewers, authors, editorial
board members, publishers, and readers - can
meet, get to know each others' professional
backgrounds, and discuss. Initially, it will serve for
the occasional publication of citations and full text
downloads of IJC articles.
The group may be found here: http://www.iasccommons.org/blog/join-international-journalcommons-group-linkedin

New blog by the Foundation for Ecological
Security on the legal protection of commons
in India
The Internatonal Association for the Study of the
Commons and the Foundation for Ecological
Security would like to invite you to visit the blog
"Claims
for
Commons"
http://claim-forcommons.blogspot.in/
The Honourable Supreme Court of India gave a
historic judgement paving the way for protection
of the commons across the country on 28th
January 2011. This came in connection to the
hearing on the Civil Appeal No. 1132/2011
@SLP(C) No. 3109/2011. This blog is aimed to
collate all possible information related to the
judgement.
People interested in the legal protection of
commons in India may find the judgment given
by the Supreme Court, legal documents, news
articles,
editorial
comments
and
other
documents related to the case.
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