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This class is aimed at addressing the economics, law, and politics of the common
pool (open access). All environmental and most natural resource problems involve some
aspects of the “commons.” Resources are open-access due to endogenous social
regimes—costs, benefits, customary practices, etc, not necessarily because of particular
geo-physical or biological regimes. You will obtain a better understanding of the
“Tragedy of the Commons,” how open-access is managed, and why problems of the
common pool often are so difficult to solve, despite important economic costs and
incentives to resolve them. Management regimes include private ownership, joint
ownership, customary control (common property), and administrative agency
management. You will examine why and how each of these management arrangements
exists and its effectiveness. You will read and discuss the basic theoretical and empirical
literature, have two exams, and write a team research paper. Students will lead
discussion of the course material. The research papers will involve some classic
commons or open-access cases, including the extinction of the passenger pigeon, the
demise of the California sardine fishery, the near extinction of the American buffalo, and
the problem of global warming. The project will involve basic research as well as
examination of efforts or lack of efforts to sustain the stock. The exams will cover the
readings.

In the analytical section of the course we will discuss open access, the tragedy of
the commons, private property rights, common property rights, complex rights, state
regulation, bargaining issues, externalities and social costs.

In the applications section there are many possibilities: land, minerals, water,
wildlife, air, oceans, fisheries, spectrum, pests, and intellectual property. We will address
as many as we can.
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Solutions: Property Rights
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Robert W. Hahn and Gordon L. Hester, 1989, “Marketable Permits:
Lessons for Theory and Practice,” Ecology Law Quarterly, 16: 361-406.

. Paul L. Joskow, Paul L. and Richard Schmalensee, 1998, “The Political
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John Umbeck, 1981, “Might Makes Right: A Theory of the Formation
and Initial Distribution of Property Rights,” Economic Inquiry, 38-59.
John Umbeck, 1977, “A Theory of Contract Choice and the California
Gold Rush,” Journal of Law and Economics, 421-37.

Applications Areas: Water and the High Cost of Transfer from Low to
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