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MANAGING COMMON PROPERTIES: SOME ISSUES IN INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN

ABSTRAC

Designing institutions that‘cdordinate oxpectations of different
classes of rural producers in a manner in which income disparitiss
ars reducsd; common property is bettar managed and infact rejuvenated
{if possible); and redundancy for coping with uncertain contingenciss
are continually cregated; is indsed a tremendous challenge. Thrae
major issuss =re discussed hers, The concept of gcarcity and its
consequent effects dn different classes ars presented tc answer thg
question: Yho should bear what p:yyt of the loss for how  long when
supply of a basic resource is reduced. Tife unfortunate aspect of
ingtituticnal innovations triggsred by markeg forces ic that they

pass on the greatest part of burden.un these who have least

capacity of shouldsr,

highlight the need for building capacity in institution to deal with
unanticipated range of contingencies, The traditional meral values,
it is argued serve as radundant means of guidance in various social
actions, including pogaurcemanhagsment,

Finally, the role of statz in providing assurance to diffarent
classes of resource ussrs is aiscussed to question the merit of policy

of privatization supported by numarous aid agencies and host countries.

It is hoped that paper provides framework for designing insti-
tutions that can dWsal with the compiexity of resource Use undsr

dagraded snvironments,
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MANAGING COMMON PROCERTIES: SOME ISSUES TN INSTITUTIONAL
DESIGN* '

Designing instituticns that coordinate ekpectations of different
classes of rural producers in a manner in which income dis~
parities are reduced, common property is better mameged and

in fact rejuvenated (if possible), and redundancy for coping
with uncertain contingencies are continually created is indeed

a tremendous crallenge. Some issues which might offer ground for
further discussion and exploration are listed hére:

1« The Concept of Scarcity

Scarcity {(as the term ‘overgrazing' implies) of a resource

is relative, The norms of social behaviour which regulate

individual excursions into domain of Jimmoral or sinful

behaviour are modified through retention of values in the

form of.myths because these values cannot bg‘retained.in the

‘axplicit form. The concept aFr'auran' land -s one such dffort,
However, like a thermostat, 'auran' ceould perhaps“

regulate collective behaviour ocnly till the entire cullsc;

tivity was bounded by common dilemma or opportunity matrix.

Cnce market penetration started and disparities in

* This paper raises some theoretical issues with regard to
management of common properties, particularly range lands
in arid environments., The empirical aspects of this problem
can be seen in accompanying paper by the author, entitled,
"Socio-ecology of Stresst Why do CPR management project fail
prepared for the conference on the Mamagement of Common
Property Resources in the third Wotl#, RASTID. National
Research Council, US Nabianal Academy1af Bciences,Washington,
April 21..27,1585. ’



individual resource ownership got magnified through differen—
tiated access to technologies and institutions, the secarce
TesourCe was substitutéd in some cases (stall feeding instead
of grgzing by cultivator - cattle owners) and marginalised in
other cases (where it offered an infinitesimal share of the
total demand for that resource). Once the time horizoms on uhich
different classés appraised their respective returns from
investment in common scarce resource frem investment in common
scarce respurce started diuerging,.the calculus of respective
pay=-off matrix becamé lesg and less comparable, Multi-market
involvement of varicus classes of prcduceés resulted in such
inter-penetration of factor and mrodugt markets that cheolces
of any class in any single merket (say fodder or livestock

market) could not be analysed independent of the constraints

or cpportunities in other markats.1

The historical process influencing this divergence produces
different moral institutions as well as different economic
reasons for oollective behaviour, Market prices in such a
context can very seldom allUcate‘resﬂurcés tc the most valued
use of the resecurces (Ingram and Mann, 1984: 125-150). “Vision
of shriniking resources, nn\the other hand, make it less likely

that those who hold power will inpvite new groups to share

either in the decision proncess or in the benefits of govermment,

Y Fire (1977 )} quoted by Giller and Jamtgaard (1981) provides

an instance of this type.
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Some must lose (Mi®wald and Weleh, 1983: 17). However, és the
problem is further illustrated by Thurow (1983), the challenge
is how to allocate these iosses. Who should bear what part of the
loss Fornggg long becomes the key guestion, as we have seen from
the sheep and pasture development case study. The tragedy is
that instiﬁptional innovations triggered by market or public
bureaucracies often pass on the greatest part of ths burden on
ttose who have the least capacity to shoulder. The definition
of scarcity and the coping mechanisms to deal with various impli-
cations af enhanced scarcity in the short-ryn need mere precise

conceptualisation,
¥IXRAM SBARABHA! LIERARY

Redundancy in rule making i aM INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMEN:
cedibt U, ARMIEDARAD-3S0 Q1
Neumann peinted out in his pacers on compulers that redundancy

makes complexity pessible (Campbell 1982: 73), "Rules", Campbell
adds, "which are a form of redundaﬁcy, generate enormous richness
of expression in language® (1982: 74). Rules leave fewer things.
te chance and thereby make emergence of institutiomal devices to
toordinate human behaviour possible. Hewever, rules and rules to
make rules require that trade-off betwae- certainty in stable
outcomes and uncertainty of ingenerte or inmovative outcomes is

very delicately achieved,

In management of commons this is a cTucial issue, The 'aurons'
survived in regions where rules about rule making were perhaps
still guided by traditional norms, inter~household inequality
was less and envirornmental risk was more or less uniformly

perceived. The degree of insurance which different classes af



Tural producers negded te cope with varyirg risks and vulngra=

bilities implied that institutions must mot only anticjipate the

range pf variapility but slso provide rules fer dealing with

this range. Surely, redundancy is inherer* in ttis process.

Toa mueh of it may confuse and teo little may cripple,

Socleties evolve redundancy through a mix of rnorms and values or
myths and valuss, Lindberg tries to resclve the ccnflict betueen
economists device of 'expedient choice' and socioclogists frame=
work of 'moral obligations' with the aid gf a mode of rational
repetitive choice in a similar wey, as Runge's. He argues that
moral choicee can be sensitive to sanations without being expedisnt.
" And he also stows hou "expedient choice can be inf luenced by

‘dormant' moral obligatioms,"

The'dormant' moral cbligations are, whet we may call, a quota
of redundancy that makes cooperation and not conflict as the
basic human trait. The catch is that in developing societies,
caste and clase dimensiaons éomplicatc the relationel matrix. .
However, to simplify, one could suggest that instituticral
alternatives for managing commorms will have tou incorporats
redundancies that provide for innovaticn. Adjustrent and aﬂaﬁ—
tation are essential homeostatis responses of any social
structure to a condition of stress. The problem arises mhen_
negative homenstasis {Gupta 1981) characterizing deficit
budget househclds generates choices whict maximise surviuval

prebabilities in ghort terw. The future adaptive petential
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through such adjustments is reduced. But in an unequal race, the
poor have not much choice except to lose but not too soon and -

not alone,

In the cass of sheep and pasture development projecta, the

fact that successive droughts were a rule rather than exception
was over~looked. In such years how would the sheep in the plots
would be maintained was also ignored, Further how would fences be
maintained given the scarcity aggravated in drought year and
relatively speaking botter grass cover at the plots wae also not

/

appreciated. The question that since bemefits from plots were to
accrue to only few people who were memberé of the society, why
should the rost cooperate in maintaining the plot was ignored,
Recall here the traditional value cherisQéd bY,all that dead
twigs from 'auran' would be used Dnly for the funeral pyre of
those whose kith and kin did ﬁot'haue means to afford purchase
of weod for the purpose. Here toos, not evcrybody expected a gain
from maintemance of auran, Thouat there were gases - wherq matér

from well in the 'auran' land was used by everybody in the

drought year when other wells became dry.

Thus the tracditional 'moral? obligations could have been used as
building blocks for institutionélizing certain redundancies
in resource mamgoment, €¢ge in the event of drought, sheap

of most poor would conly be allowed to graze in the pasture plots.2

2 William Bently parrated a story about the way British rulers
solved the problem of-milestones being stelen by villagers far
using at home in colopial times. It was said that they pointed
the stones orange at tre top so that these looked like lecal
deities. Even if the stoty is imaginary, the moral is clear,
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Thus anticipating contingencies and building rules for such
moments could be a necessary condition for i-stitutional survival,

3. Assurance flgchanism: The Role of £ -te

In the tradition of 'Challenge = fesponse' model of
Joynabes ; and céntemporary contingency Fraheuork in organizational
theory, Runge (1983) suggests that "different institutions are rese
ponsive to different local enuiroqments in which institutiomal
innovation takés place." He concurs with Hayami and Rutﬁan (1984)
to add that institutional innouétion, like technological innova-—
tion, is responsive to the relative abundancqf%gcturs, and the
resulting costs and benefits of alternative‘strategies. No twi the
standing the fact that technological change could be an individual
decision, institutional changé could peyer be, it is important to
notice the following contradictions,

a) While it is accepted and appreciated that the search for
appropriate institutional résponses must respect both the .
traditions and the constraints of local needs in specific
choice environment, the crucic. issue is who will mqu this
search and how will benefits and costs of the search and
solution dispersed over varying parties not affected equally
by surrent str%tegy of rescurce management,

b) Given the imperfections of markets and different price
regimes operating for different closses in addition to
the differences in the access to information, how will

abundance or scarcity of factors bs denisd?
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To underline the issue that above questions are not of semantic
or rhetorical impaortance, we may e;press'our whelehearted agreement
with Hunge's substantive suggestion a ~ut desirability of validity
of common or joint use and yet add disagreement with the hope he
places in tte instituticnal innovatiom modsl. The logic of common
espurce
use and the institutional innovation rodel, to our mind, are rooted
in different paradigms, In the former case; the key argument, as
righfly made by Runge, is the provision of security of expectationg
Or assurance as gndogenous institutional mechanism.3 The fact that
these mechamisms ensure collaborative behaviour and that the.
involved in scarching or sanctioning new rules of coordination
are shared, '
precisely prove that the institutiomal innovations cannot be responsive
to relative abundance or scarcity of different factors and resultant
costs, Markets canmot discriminate amongst;the'gggg, want and demandy
some institutioms can., And these institutions vere not result of
different doses of factor supply, rather these caused or lad to such
arrangements of resource use that different Factor supplies camé
about. Ome of the ways to come out 01 the ratchet of contingency
theory of organization (which is net much of a theory anyuay)
without placing full faith in the strategic ctoice frameyork is to
appreciate both the historicity of institutiomal adaptation

and evolution of interdepender€igs(Gerlach and Palmer, 1981,

Gupta 1981, 1984) in socio-ecological perspective.

3 When distant markets are linked as in case of dry fodder, how

to restrict signals specific to lecal factor supplies.become
a serious problsm.
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This framework implies that range of econemic interprises that
different classeé of rural producers can mrintain in a region or

a context is defined by the ecclogical conditions in developing
rural societies., The scale at which these classes may operate isg

a function of a) aceéss to inetitutions; b) the terms at which
simultaneous operatiohs.iq?actcr and product markets are managed,
c) access to informal exchange mechanism and d) historic surplus
or deficit in the bousehold budget. The resultant risk perception
is modified by access to inter and intra household individual

risk adjustment lixe tenéncy, credit, labour contract (examples of
the former) and asset dishosal, migration (exambles of the latter);

besides
Z/ communal risk adjustment devices like aurant, grain golas and public

-

relief systems like public employment works, gruel kitchen etc,
b ]

Differences in the risk perception in scaréity prone arid snvirone-
ments generate varylng time horizons in which different Classes of
rural producers appraise their investment ctoices, It is obvious
that differential stakes in the way ervironmental sgurees are .
managed would generate different institutional formats as ideal
choices by réspectiue classes. The traditione previde the grammer
by which the ney language or rules for organising earlier language
can be developed, However in a caste ridden society with feudal or

semi—feudal past, one should rot expect these traditions to take

us too far.,

Need will remain for Public interventicns (ruled by hopefully a
socialigtic elite) tq provide different deqrees or ration of

assurance to people operating at varying levels of mean variance



combiration of enterprise and different institutional design

to cepe with varying extent of snvircrmental risks inherent

in differsﬁt vcological contexts, Hﬁei‘er 2 democratic structure

of state in an iniquitous socicty will gensrate such interventions
iz 2 question thet cannot he le%t to the markct forces. . AL the
same time survival of many pooling practices like irjik{peoling
Dszullucks)g~chee§u {rotated saving and credit association), and
pachdia {reciprocal lébuur for transpdentaticn; thatBhing of huts
gtc) particularly among the poor are prﬁuF that similar rorms aof
poaling and fedistributian can be svolved, The problem arisas when we
lirk pooling and radistributiun.in the typical Raffessin Trampwork

of so called modern cooperatives,

-

The role of the state in such a context hecomes gquite important and -
. Flriuatization4 offers not Tuéh hope far the following

additional reasons than what Runge {1983) hag givens

a} In the case where commons haue beeﬁ deqraded beyond a8 limit
such that the cost of supervision and restiricted access through’
nrivatizatign is mgre th=n the vzlue addition 2,g. after a
particular level of degradation in high risk low rainfak}?,
aTeas, the principles of ecclogical succession adviss that
annual less pelatable specles mey dominate and perennials
are suppressed. The wind erosion in greater part of the year
thus caused may offer ne benefit through privatizaticg, Invest-
ment in land shéping on watershed basis to conserve moisturs,
necesgary for perennizls to grow may require group action

Y
that perhaps ondy state can initiate and support.

4

It is interecsting to nota here that a project is likely to be
approved by Indian government soon under which ten hectares
plots of wasto lands would be divon o1 1ong tom lezse to
private entruncurs couplad with subsidy aad shesp credit so that
th2st lands meuld be put under forfst. Thers is a hopg

{in the absenco of any institutional mechaniam) that waad

50 produced would achancs lgcal fuel gupply and pgh land Ug in
papsT mills duspits yaiversal grporiones kg bthis of Fagh,
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b) Alec when ane views a situation of partial privatization
implying coexistence of private with co-mons, the situation
becomes more complex. Dn private lands, prqfit maximization
strategies in the shortest run mey generate such sclutions
that pay nof increass the local supply of Fodder in any way.

At the same time the poerer‘peaple dependent an commons have

to make do with lesser supply of say equally bad st cven

worse part of commons, {Assumption can easily be made that
privatization effort often is aimed at best of the worst lands)
They cannot afford say the‘minimumrcost of tven saFeguérding
the private boundary necessary for pfiuatizatiog. Further their
resource requirement due te typical spegie mix of livestock
kbiaéed in favour of browsers) cannot be mst from the priva~
tized individual share of the commons any way. In such a case
degradation of remaining common may essentially take place

due to reduced supply of common through partizl privatization,

State has to play a crucial role in regoiating such outcomese .

In any pase, privete cultivable wistes were not maintzined any -

better than common 'wasteland'.

8ills and Jamtgaard {19€1:137) provide an interesting institu=
tional alternative yhen they suggest that eritical resnurce like
water in semi-arid and arid aress and winter fesd in temperat®
areas need to be rsgulated rather than manrging common pastures,
It may be added herc thet some of the traditional arrangements
af regulating such critical resources may even pass ints the

hands of feudal chiefs. In 82rni arez, Asia's bigosst pasture



located in flat lands of Kutch (Sujarat, Yastern Indi:) ths rain water

=
¥

is the ogly source of frosh water because of cigh salinity in soil
and underground watar. The traditional devices of water filtaring
and storage have been wndsr th2 control of pinshayats which in tumm
vere dominatad by Tew tribal cﬁiafs. Thass chiﬂfﬁaiﬂs axtracted

the rent from the immigranta who could not graze the ganimals without

agoess to watsr. Further recent introduction of frash water supply

has aggravated the problem besauss traditional contmml has been resinforcad.

Tha issue howavar still remains that traditionagl institutional machanism
in many cass can provids the conesptudl enchor for deriving futurs
choigazs that will ba'biased in favour of peor Nerds men. Summarising,
ong can add that a) scarcity of 2 particular resource is a Punction of
technological choica of diffagent potential use£; of that rescurce
tnder given conditions of supply, The technolagicai shoicas are not
indepandently and adtamomously made, Thase are constrained ay
historical hiatus bztw=en d@sirable choicas ar Fe%sible aptions of
different classss, In other wards tnosa'mho mAN492 mor2 goats in arip
land ar3a not uraw ey of advintzges of maintaining good c3titls, Thus )
the coping machanisms vis—2~vis diffarent percaption of scarcity would

offer a wide range of institutionzl choiees dapendent upon whosa

risks resourcas and sgkills are baing discountad at whst rite im the martket,

The conaoept of redundancy was introduced assantizlly to =nable
pragise tpads off betweszn nzad ?Dr gartain consistant cutcomes and
oppertunity for innovabtive autecames not expoctod or anticinatad
always. The wall-known consept of assurenca mschanism and rolz of
stata have been adoed to maks several polnts. BOno, thz ration of
assuranes neoded by differont classas gperating at diffcrent lovals

of mean and gsirianes in the ontegprise cdch Flgw wariedy ®we, Gtha
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traditicml sources of cooperation particularly amongst poor
operating eimultanreously in factar and produc. markets needed proper
2ppreciation; three, the markets did n - alweys succeed in discri-
minating betuecn neeﬁ,rwant and deémands, though somz institutions
could;y four, privatization of common did not necassatily offer
better alternative spart from other rerscns, aleo because it could
not offer a tecrmically feasible and yet privately profitabls
alterpative when degradation had already taken place beyond a 1limit,
and five, the pertial privatization often led to increase af the
pregsure on remaining commons uorsaning.the condition of common as

well as the people dependent on commen (}his further intensified

substitution of grazers by borrowers). .

The state had to play an importanmt Tole in providing dif Feremtial
assursnces to different classes, providing scope For institutional
innovation thet served the interest of poor énd did not distort
‘factor supplies in favour of rich and finelly by providing réscurces

for meking collective cheices feagible,
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