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Skip to main contentBrowselnstitutionsLearnersLoginWhat is the Tragedy of the Commons?Study GuidesInés LuqueMA, Management Science (University College London)Date Published: 27.06.2023,Last Updated: 19.07.2023Goods are understood as products or services that individuals can purchase or sell. However, not all goods are the same.
Economists like to classify goods depending on their degree of rivalry (i.e., if my consumption of the goods prevents your consumption of the goods) and excludability (i.e., if consumption is conditional on paying).Common goods are rivalrous but non-excludable. This means that everyone is free to use them (non-excludable), but one person’s
consumption of the goods will reduce the amount available to others (rivalrous). A useful example of a common goods is fish in the ocean. Everyone is free to go out and catch some fish, but the fish available in the sea will decrease every time. As explained in the book The Economics of Enough by Diane Coyle (2011), the Tragedy of the Commons
argues that when consuming common goods, people will act in their self-interest and over consume them to the point of resource depletion. Resources owned in common—such as fish in the ocean or clean air—are overused and therefore depleted. No individual owner takes responsibility for their stewardship, in the absence of any successful
collective agreement to limit their depletion. The price we pay (essentially free) is lower than the price that would reflect the true cost of our use of them. This has distorted the development of advanced economies to make them far too hungry in their use of such resources.The Economics of Enough: How to Run the Economy as If the Future
MattersDiane CoyleResources owned in common—such as fish in the ocean or clean air—are overused and therefore depleted. No individual owner takes responsibility for their stewardship, in the absence of any successful collective agreement to limit their depletion. The price we pay (essentially free) is lower than the price that would reflect the
true cost of our use of them. This has distorted the development of advanced economies to make them far too hungry in their use of such resources.It is considered a tragedy because consumers could avoid this phenomenon if they collaborated to maintain a sustainable consumption of common goods. The concept of the Tragedy of the Commons was
first ideated in 1832 by the political economist at Oxford University, William Forster Lloyd. Like many economists of the time, including Malthus, Lloyd was fascinated by the effects of overpopulation and human behaviour on the economy. The book Stop, Thief! The Commons, Enclosures and Resistance (Peter Linebaugh, 2014) clearly explains how
Lloyd was the first to question the effects of overpopulation on the commons. In Lloyd’s own words: Why are the cattle on a common so puny and stunted? Why is the common itself so bare-worn and cropped so differently from the adjoining inclosures ...? The common reasons for the establishment of private property in land are deduced from the
necessity of offering individuals sufficient motives for cultivating the ground.Stop, Thief! : The Commons, Enclosures, and ResistancePeter LinebaughWhy are the cattle on a common so puny and stunted? Why is the common itself so bare-worn and cropped so differently from the adjoining inclosures ...? The common reasons for the establishment of
private property in land are deduced from the necessity of offering individuals sufficient motives for cultivating the ground.Indeed, Willam Forster Lloyd had observed that privately owned grazed meadows were green, healthy, and carried abundant grass throughout the year. However, neighbouring meadows that were publicly available to meadow
men were lifeless and devastated. Why was this? This conundrum went unheard until economist Garrett Hardin published his famous paper ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ in 1968, where the phenomenon was given a name and made popular. In his paper, he further developed Lloyd’s findings. He described that if individuals had no incentive to behave
charitably, they would act for their own benefit and exploit the available lands until depletion. Hardin references James Madison’s famous quote in the book The Federalist (James Madison, 1788). "If men were angels, no Government would be necessary"With privately owned lands, this was not the case. Indeed, landowners had the incentive to take
care of their lands all year round to be able to generate sustained, long-term benefits from their cattle.From Hardin’s contributions onwards, the Tragedy of the Commons has received a lot of attention, and many have attempted to refine and broaden the findings of the theory. For instance, the book The Tragedy of the Commodity (Stefano Longo,
Rebecca Clausen, Brett Clark, 2015) takes a tangent on the traditional theory by analysing the phenomenon on specific biological commodity systems from a broader socio-economic lens: This conceptualization offers analytical insight beyond the debates and discussions regarding common property resources or commons. [...] We expand on the
broader sociological discussion that examines the historical, political, economic, and cultural forces shaping how we interact with the larger biophysical world.In economics, this dynamic of the commons is often referred to as a market failure. Indeed, markets fail to manage commons and find mechanisms such that the unlimited desire to exploit these
doesn’t compromise their existence in the future. Generally, governments are expected to fix market failures, and indeed, they often intervene to ensure the preservation of commons whilst upkeeping the economic health of nations. Some well-known regulatory mechanisms are quotas or property rights. With quotas, governments may limit the
number of fish you are allowed to catch every month. Failing to stick to the quota would result in a fine that no fisherman would want to incur. On the other hand, individuals can buy property rights from the government to own a portion of a common good (e.g., hectares of a field of land), transforming common-pool resources into privatised
belongings. Individuals are incentivised to act as stewards and take care of the resource, thus preventing its overuse. Elinor Ostrom, the first female Nobel Prize winner of Economic Sciences in 2009, was innovative in her thinking and approached the commons’ tragedy as a game theory puzzle. The book Democracy, Markets and the Commons by
Lukas Peter (2021) explains how the Tragedy of the Commons can be looked at as a prisoner’s dilemma situation, where individuals are interrelated and can choose to collaborate to preserve the commons. Elinor Ostrom approached the problem of democracy from a micro-situational perspective, drawing on game theory and focusing on social
dilemmas and collective action. [...] In this sense, Ostrom understood the tragedy of the commons as a collective action or social dilemma, which, in turn, can also be understood as a prisoner's dilemma involving two people.Democracy, Markets and the CommonsLukas PeterElinor Ostrom approached the problem of democracy from a micro-situational
perspective, drawing on game theory and focusing on social dilemmas and collective action. [...] In this sense, Ostrom understood the tragedy of the commons as a collective action or social dilemma, which, in turn, can also be understood as a prisoner's dilemma involving two people.After applying game theory analysis to local communities that had
successfully managed common resources, Elinor concluded that common-pool resources could be effectively managed by taking collective action, without government or private control. Elinor’s book Working Together (2010) explains some of her research and approach. We examine several examples of collaboration, highlighting strategies developed
to overcome practical constraints, and theoretical contributions to the study of collective action for natural resource management.In practice, collective action takes the form of international agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol. Initiated by the United Nations, this agreement has been signed by 37 countries around the world to reduce greenhouse
emissions in the atmosphere; the common-pool resource in this scenario. Common goods are everywhere around us. As hinted in the section above, it is as simple as looking out the window or up to the sky to find one of the most at-risk elements to the tragedy of the commons: the atmosphere. Factories producing goods or farmers grazing their cattle
are examples of parties that abusively use the atmosphere for their productive efforts. Indeed, the greenhouse gas and methane emissions produced by these respectively damage and deplete this valuable, shared resource. Agreements like the Kyoto or Montreal Protocols, or the objective of achieving Net Zero by 2050, are only some examples of
collective action agreements that nations are taking to address this tragedy. As explained in the book, Environmental Science for Dummies (Spooner, 2012), the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico is one of the fatal consequences of the Tragedy of the Commons. Countless farmers along the Mississippi River have used chemicals to grow their crops for
centuries. These chemicals have been washed into the waters and killed the river’s biodiversity to the point where the Gulf of Mexico can no longer support any living creatures. Each farmer has a right to treat his crops with fertilizers to boost production, but so many people use these chemicals that by the time the river empties into the Gulf, the
chemical load is enough to disrupt the ecosystem. (Spooner, 2012)Coffee consumption, traffic congestion, fast fashion or groundwater use are all good examples of the Tragedy of the Commons in real-life scenarios. Until now, it may seem that all common goods are natural resources. However, in later papers, Hardin explains that taxpayers’ money
funds may also be considered a common good. He explains that in the savings and loans (S&L) crisis of the 1980s and 1990s, depositors (i.e., people keeping their money in banks) worried they would not get their money back. In response, the government set up the Federal Savings and Loan Insurance Corporation (FSLIC), which guaranteed
depositor repayment using taxpayers’ money if banks broke. Thereon, taxpayers’ money became a common good that depositors exploited carelessly because they did not have to bear the cost behind using these funds. Eventually, the federal budget underwent significant losses and taxpayers commonly incurred the cost. The Tragedy of the Commons
proposes that individuals and collectives will over consume common-pool resources to the point of depletion and devastation. The atmosphere, rivers or fisheries are only some of the victims of the Tragedy of the Commons. Governments and economists have looked at this phenomenon from different angles, whether that was treating it as a market
failure or a game theory puzzle. As a consequence of these different perspectives, different solutions have been generated to address and fix the tragedy. Governmental regulatory mechanisms (e.g., quotas and property rights) and collective agreements are only some of the most commonly used mechanisms which enable the more sustained
consumption and preservation of the commons. To read more about examples of the effects of the Tragedy of the Commons in economies and nations, read ‘Reinventing Collapse’ by Dmitry OrlovTo read more about the influence of population growth on the Tragedy of the Commons, read ‘Peak Everything: Waking Up to the Century of Declines’ by
Richard HeinbergTo read about more real-life examples of the Tragedy of Commons, read ‘Economics for the Common’ by Jean Tirole, Steven RendallTo read Garrett Hardin’s full paper, “Tragedy of the Commons’ To read more about Nobel Prize Winner Elinor Ostrom, ‘Elinor Ostrom’To read more about the Savings and Loans Crisis, ‘Savings and
Loans Crisis’To read more about real-life collective agreements, ‘Net Zero Coalition’ and ‘Kyoto Protocol’Hardin, G. (1968). The Tragedy of the Commons. Available from: €Coyle, D. (2011) The Economics of Enough. Princeton University Press. Available at: P. (2014) Stop, Thief! PM Press. Available at: €@Hamilton, A. et al. (2005) The Federalist.
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. Available at: €Longo, S., Clausen, R. and Clark, B. (2015) The Tragedy of the Commodity. Rutgers University Press. Available at: @Poteete, A., Janssen, M. and Ostrom, E. (2010) Working Together. Princeton University Press. Available at: €Poteete, A., Janssen, M. and Ostrom, E. (2010) Working Together. [edition
unavailable]. Princeton University Press. Available at: Tragedy of the Commons describes the dynamic wherein common goods (woodland, fisheries, minerals) tend to be exploited. In general, people are free to use common goods, but one person’s consumption of the goods will reduce the amount available to others. The observable trend here is that
common goods are exploited to a greater degree than private or public goods.A useful example of a common goods is fish in the ocean. Everyone is free to go out and catch some fish, but the fish available in the sea will decrease every time. As explained in the book The Economics of Enough by Diane Coyle (2011), the Tragedy of the Commons argues
that when consuming common goods, people will act in their self-interest and over consume them to the point of resource depletion.The concept of the Tragedy of the Commons was first ideated in 1832 by the political economist at Oxford University, William Forster Lloyd. Most however would associate the term with Garrett Hardin. Hardin published
his famous paper ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ in 1968, where the phenomenon was given a name and made popular. In his paper, he further developed Lloyd’s findings.Inés LuqueMA, Management Science (University College London)Inés Luque has a Masters degree in Management Science from University College London. During high school, she
developed a strong interest in Economics, leading her to win the national Economics prize in her country of nationality, Spain. Her expertise is in the areas of microeconomics, game theory and design of incentives. Inés is passionate about the publishing industry and is currently working in the consulting department of the Financial Times in London.
The tragedy of the commons is a situation where individuals, who have open access to a resource unregulated by the state, act in their own self-interest contrary to the common good. When combined, the actions of individuals lead to the overall depletion or spoiling of a public resource (Hardin, 1968). This dilemma arises from a lack of governance
regarding certain common resources like fisheries, forests, and unowned lands, which can lead to resource overuse and eventual environmental degradation. Overfishing is a classic example of the tragedy of the commons. Each individual catches his haul to earn his daily income, thinking his small haul doesn’t make a difference, but collectively, it
causes rapid resource depletion. Garret Hardin founded the term “Tragedy of the commons” in 1968, describing how individuals make decisions based on personal needs rather than the interests of the group. This leads to rapid resource depletion, to the long-term detriment of all. Common goods are commonly exposed to the tragedy of the commons
because they’'re non-excludable but rivalrous. In other words, common resources, such as forests or fish stocks, are non-excludable but rivalrous; everyone has open access, but one person’s use will affect the availability to others. Hardin (1968) elucidated how ensuring sustainable management of common goods get complicated by the fact that users
might prioritize their immediate benefits over the long-term welfare of the community. For instance, a fisherman may decide to increase his catch (despite there being enough for everyone if used sustainably), thereby decreasing the amount of fish available for others, potentially depleting the fish stock overtime. Public Goods, on the other hand, such
as street lighting or national defense, are non-excludable and non-rivalrous, meaning they are available to all members of a society, and one person’s use does not hinder another’s, meaning they’re not exposed to this tragedy. Overfishing depleting global fish stocks epitomizes the tragedy of the commons. The need for for immediate economic gains
drives fishermen to catch more fish than the aquatic ecosystems can replace, thus degrading the marine commons they depend upon for their livelihood (Pauly & Zeller, 2016). Such actions by the seafood industry, motivated by short-term benefits, overlook the long-term harm caused to the overall fish population, eventually causing serious harm to
the world’s fish stocks. A move toward sustainable fishing will only be achieved through regulation and collective action. Unrestricted grazing is another instance of the tragedy of the commons. The open access nature of common grazing lands promotes overgrazing as livestock owners aim to maximize their individual benefit. As Frischmann (2019)
states, this overuse can lead to desertification, characterized by land degradation, soil erosion, and diminished vegetation, upsetting both local ecosystems and agricultural yields, and threatening the livelihood of local communities. Sustainable agriculture and livestock management is necessary to overcome this problem. Deforestation for agricultural
expansion provides another stark example. In pursuit of individual profit, farmers often aim to maximize their cultivated land through agricultural expansion. This leads to the deforestation of vast landscapes without consideration for the long-term environmental impacts such as loss of biodiversity, carbon emissions, and changes in rainfall patterns
(Keenan et al., 2015). This serves as a perfect illustration of Hardin’s tragedy of the commons, where the lack of governance and regulation leads to resource overuse and eventual degradation of the natural environment. The overuse of shared water resources, such as rivers and aquifers, presents a classic case of the tragedy of the commons.
Mancosu et al. (2016) highlighted that unrestricted access encourages users to exploit these resources regardless of their limited nature, leading to water depletion and impacting water availability for future generations. As a result, communities may struggle with water shortages, which in turn, hinder agriculture, industry, and everyday living. Air
pollution from industrial activities personifies the tragedy of the commons at a devastating scale. Companies frequently emit pollutants into the atmosphere because it is the least costly way to get rid of waste material (Frischmann, 2019). Despite causing health and environmental damage, companies persist with these practices in pursuit of profit.
The public bears the brunt of these actions through deteriorated air quality and its wellness ramifications. Littering is a public display of the tragedy of the commons principle. Individually, one might think their single act of discarding trash improperly wouldn’t affect the bigger picture. However, when everyone adopts this mentality, public spaces
become overwhelmed with garbage, creating unhealthy and aesthetically displeasing environments (Cataldi, 2019). Traffic congestion provides a daily reminder of Hardin’s theory applied to urban transport frameworks. Each driver’s decision to use personal vehicles contributes to traffic congestion, which in turn, decreases the efficiency of roads for
all others (Haseler, 2009). Unregulated hunting provides another poignant illustration of the tragedy of the commons. Hunters, poachers, and wildlife traders often exploit unregulated wildlife for personal gain (Chapron et al., 2016). The cumulative impact of these pursuits can ultimately drive species to extinction, undermining ecosystems and
biodiversity. Excessive groundwater extraction serves as yet another example of the tragedy of the commons. Without proper regulation, individuals and corporations may opt to extract more groundwater than can be naturally replenished, jeopardizing long-term water security. Already, globally significant aquifers are showing signs of distress due to
unsustainable extraction rates (Famiglietti, 2014). This not only threatens populations who depend on these water resources but also harms the ecosystems that rely on them. The tragedy of the commons is reflected in the depletion of antibiotic effectiveness, widely known as antibiotic resistance. When antibiotics are overly prescribed or misused,
bacteria become resilient, reducing the efficacy of these medications (Ventola, 2015). Although individual patients may momentarily benefit from the extensive use of antibiotics, the global community ends up suffering as formerly curative medicines become ineffective. Noise pollution, especially in populated urban areas, represents another
manifestation of the commons’ dilemma. Individuals and businesses often generate high levels of noise without considering the impact it has on the community at large. Consistent exposure to high noise levels can lead to numerous health effects such as sleep disturbance, cardiovascular diseases, cognitive impairment, and stress-related mental
health risks (Basner et al., 2014). Climate change, driven by excessive greenhouse gas emissions, is arguably the most pressing example of the commons’ tragedy in the contemporary world. Each entity’s decision to emit greenhouse gases contributes to the global total, accelerating climate change despite the shared interest in preventing
catastrophic global warming (Ripple et al., 2017). Without global cooperation and adherence to emission reduction protocols, individual choices continue to compound, exacerbating the climate crisis. The tragedy of the commons is also evident in the introduction of invasive species by human activity. Whether intentional or not, when individuals or
corporations import non-native species for personal or commercial use, those species may proliferate and harm local ecosystems (Simberloff et al., 2013). Such disruption can cause permanent changes to biodiversity, upset food chains, and threaten the survival of native species. Destruction of coral reefs from tourism serves as a clear illustration of
the tragedy of the commons. Excessive tourist activities such as boating, diving, and direct contact harm the coral reefs, undermining their health and vitality (Hawkins & Roberts, 2019). Despite the shared interest in preserving the rich biodiversity and beauty these reefs have to offer, individual actions driven by short-term tourism profit continue to
erode these unique ecosystems. The overuse of shared internet bandwidth also reflects the tragedy of the commons. Increasing commercial and personal consumption of bandwidth strains networks, especially during peak times, resulting in slower speeds for all users. The common good of smooth, uninterrupted internet access gets undermined by
individual demand for high-speed data, which every internet user contributes to. Non-renewable resource depletion due to overconsumption can be seen as a global-scale tragedy of the commons. Indiscriminate consumption of fossil fuels, minerals, and other non-renewable resources for personal and economic gains continues to deplete Earth’s finite
reserves, threatening long-term sustainability (Sorrell et al., 2010). River pollution via industrial waste discharge offers another compelling instance of Hardin’s theory. Industries often choose to dispose of their waste in rivers, contaminating waterways that are shared by humans and wildlife alike. Despite the shared objective of clean and sustainable
water sources, the tendency to prioritize private gain over collective well-being continues, translating to severe water pollution. Wildlife habitat destruction due to developmental activities provides a distressing example of the tragedy of the commons. As land is converted into cities, farms, or infrastructure, the destruction disregards the importance
of these habitats for the survival of the wildlife therein (Sekercioglu, Loarie, Brenes, Ehrlich, & Daily, 2011). While each construction may not seem significantly detrimental to the overall ecosystem, the accumulative effect leads to substantial habitat loss. Ocean pollution due to plastic waste is a modern day tragedy of the commons. Despite the
oceans being a shared resource, individual actions and negligence have resulted in the accumulation of enormous amounts of plastic waste, posing a threat to marine life and ecosystems (Law & Thompson, 2014). The world’s oceans are now replete with microplastics, particles smaller than 5mm, which are ingested by marine organisms, thereby
entering food chains and causing far-reaching ecological impacts. The depletion of the ozone layer due to Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) is yet another example of the tragedy of the commons. The ozone layer, a shared global resource, is progressively being depleted by human-made CFCs. Although each individual CFC molecule is minute, billions of
them collectively damage the ozone layer, illustrating how individual actions contribute to a global problem (Solomon, 2016). Soil erosion due to unsustainable farming practices provides a crucial perspective on the tragedy of the commons. To maximize crop yields, farmers often resort to methods like excessive tilling and monoculture, which degrade
the soil over time. Semmens et al., (2019) in their study emphasized how these individual approaches can lead to a collective loss of fertile land, jeopardizing future agricultural productivity. Overpopulation leading to resource scarcity is an example of the tragedy of the commons on a macro scale. Rapid population growth puts tremendous strain on
common resources like water, food, and energy. As more people utilize these finite resources, their availability for future use diminishes, leading to a potential crisis (Roser & Ortiz-Ospina, 2017). Illegal dumping of waste materials reflects the tragedy of the commons at its core - where individuals or organizations dispose of their waste illegally in
public or environmentally sensitive areas to avoid disposal costs, causing environmental pollution and health risks, and depreciating the value of the shared environment. A cumulative pattern of such actions leads to shared public areas becoming polluted and unmanageable, thus violating the shared communal interest for clean public spaces. The
overexploitation of minerals illustrates a significant tragedy of the commons. While it brings economic profit for miners and industries, it depletes finite mineral resources and can lead to a scarcity of essential metals and industrial minerals (Prior, Giurco, Mudd, Mason, & Behrisch, 2012). With every individual acting in their interests, the collective
resource gets closer to exhaustion, revealing a shortfall in common good stewardship. Overcrowding in public transport systems also manifests the tragedy of the commons. Each individual’s decision to use public transport, especially during peak hours, contributes to the congestion and overcrowding. This reduces the comfort and efficiency of travel
for everyone and potentially increases the stress and fatigue of everyday commuting. It demonstrates how self-interested choices can degrade the quality of communal facilities. The tragedy of the commons can be perceived in global health pandemics as well. The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, has demonstrated how individual behaviors can
influence the course of contagious diseases. As stated by Maaravi (2021), even when health guidelines advise social distancing and mask-wearing, individuals neglecting these warnings can lead to widespread virus transmission, endangering public health at a global scale. Environmental science provides insights into the implications of the tragedy of
the commons, one of which being environmental degradation that results from the overuse or poor management of public goods and common resources. As evidenced by the Amazon rainforest deforestation for agriculture (Fearnside, 2015), self-interested use of common resources can lead to the ultimate destruction of those very resources, creating
widespread ecological, economic, and societal impacts. The tragedy of the commons thus demonstrates the importance of effective governance in managing public goods and common resources. It underpins the need for regulatory measures aimed at sustainable use of these goods and resources, without which society could suffer the consequences
of resource depletion (Ostrom, 2010). Therefore, models of governance are vital to counteract the potential implications of the tragedy of the commons. As a young and impressionable student, I was curious about the concept of libertarianism - live and let live. But the tragedy of the commons demonstrates the limits of a libertarian mindset.
Sometimes, we need to come together and reach agreements to ensure sustainability. Academic and research fields such as environmental science and economic science have underlined the importance of sustainable management and effective governance in mitigating the possible repercussions of the tragedy of the commons and emphasize the need
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become a useful and extensive resource. If you wish to edit an existing page, click the edit tab at the top of the page or any edit link that may be listed above each category of an entry. 2. It is good practice, as mentioned above, to create entries using capital letters on all words (other than conjunctions or prepositions) in the title. It is also good
practice to include each entry into a category. If an appropriate category does not yet exist, users can create one. 3. Wiki entries typically contain links to other, related entries within the same wiki and often links to external websites. To link to another wiki entry place two "[" symbols in front of the first word of the entry and two "]" symbols after the
last. If this entry does not yet exist, it is still a good idea to link it, if that entry would be a valuable addition to the wiki. If another user builds adds that entry at a later time, the link will become active automatically. To link to an external website add a "[" symbol just before the web address (include the http://). The add one space and write the text you
will use to describe the link. Place a "]" symbol at the end to make the link functional. (Practice this in the Sandbox) Help from Wikia and Wikipedia Wikia's Help Page for getting started, contributing, editing, formatting and linking. Community content is available under CC-BY-SA unless otherwise noted. The phrase tragedy of the commons, first
described by biologist Garrett Hardin in 1968, describes how shared environmental resources are overused and eventually depleted. He compared shared resources to a common grazing pasture; in this scenario, everyone with rights to the pasture grazes as many animals as possible, acting in self-interest for the greatest short-term personal gain.
Eventually, they use up all the grass in the pasture; the shared resource is depleted and no longer useful.Here are ten examples of the tragedy of the commons.1. Grand Banks fisheriesThe Grand Banks are fishing grounds off the coast of Newfoundland. For centuries, explorers and fishermen described this region as home to an endless supply of cod
fish. In the 1960s and 1970s, advances in fishing technology allowed huge catches of cod. Following a few dramatically large seasons, the fish populations dropped, forcing Canadian fishermen to sail farther to maintain large catch sizes each season.By the 1990s, cod populations were so low that the Grand Banks fishing industry collapsed. It was too
late for regulation and management; the cod stocks had been irreparably damaged. Since then, the cod populations have remained low, and some scientists doubt the Grand Banks ecosystem will ever recover.2. Bluefin TunaCurrently the bluefin tuna populations in the Atlantic Ocean and Mediterranean face a similar fate as that of the Grand Banks
cod. In the 1960s, fishermen realized the tuna populations were in danger, and an International Convention for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna (ICCAT) formed in an effort to manage fish harvesting more sustainably.Unfortunately, not every nation is a member of the ICCAT or follows the convention’s guidelines. Instead, many nations continue to
seek profit from large bluefin tuna catches every year without regard for conservation. Bluefin tuna have already been fished to extinction in the Black Sea and Caspian Sea, and perhaps the Atlantic bluefin tuna will follow.3. Passenger pigeonsWhen Europeans arrived in North America, passenger pigeons migrated across the sky in huge numbers. As
settlers spread farther into the continent, they began to clear the forests that passenger pigeons inhabited (destroying the birds’ habitat) and eventually began to hunt the pigeons for food. In the mid-1800s, they caught massive numbers of pigeons in nets and sold the birds in cities as a food resource.By 1870, nearly all the passenger pigeons had
been killed; hunting limits were enacted in the 1890s, but by that time, the passenger pigeon population couldn’t recover. The last known passenger pigeon (held in captivity at a zoo) died in 1914, completing the extinction of a species because of unsustainable hunting practices.4. Ocean garbage gyresThe ocean is an excellent example of a shared
resource that can easily be abused and degraded because it’s shared by many different nations. No single authority has the power to pass laws that protect the entire ocean. Instead, each nation manages and protects the ocean resources along its coastlines, leaving the shared common space beyond any particular jurisdiction vulnerable to
pollution.Throughout the world’s oceans, garbage has begun to accumulate in the center of circular currents, orgyres. These giant patches of ocean garbage occur because many different countries allow solid waste to enter the oceans from land or ships. Destruction of ocean ecosystems because of garbage, especially plastic pollutants, is likely to
affect every person on the planet as these pollutants cycle through the food chain.5. Earth’s atmosphereEarth’s atmosphere is another resource that everyone on the planet uses and abuses. Air pollution and greenhouse gases from various industries and transportation increasingly damage this valuable, shared resource.As an example of a tragedy of
the commons, the atmosphere offers some hope for a solution: More than once, international agreements have recognized the importance of taking care of the atmosphere. One example is the Kyoto Protocol, which attempted to bring nations together in reducing greenhouse gas emissions and slowing global climate warming.Multiple nations
recognized that everyone had an interest in preserving this common resource for the future and agreed to look beyond short-term gain and immediate self-interest to a sustainable future.6. Gulf of Mexico dead zoneThousands of farms are located along the Mississippi River and its tributaries through the central U.S. As water washes into the river
after a heavy rain, it brings with it nutrients from fertilizers added to farmland. These materials flow downriver and eventually enter the Gulf of Mexico, where they create conditions for adead zone— a region of the ecosystem that can’t support any living creatures.The Gulf of Mexico has a dead zone because everyone along the Mississippi River
shares the waterway without considering how each small contribution of nutrient and chemical pollution adds up to have dramatic results.7. Traffic congestionPublic roads are an excellent example of common property shared by many people. Each of these people has his or her own interest in mind — typically, how to get to work as quickly and
easily as possible. But when everyone decides that public roads are the best way to meet traveling needs, the roads jam up and slow down overall traffic movement, filling the air with pollutants from idling cars.Turning public roads into private roads or toll roads creates a different scenario. With a toll to pay (especially if the toll is higher during peak-
use hours such as rush hour), drivers may consider a less-direct route or choose to drive to work at a different time.8. Groundwater in Los AngelesLandowners around Los Angeles each have rights to use the water pumped up from wells on their land. This water is part of a regional groundwater aquifer, so each landowner is ultimately pulling water
from the same pool. As the city grew in the 1930s and 1940s, the amount of water drawn from the underground aquifer increased each year to meet the needs of the growing population.Eventually, residents drew so much water from the aquifer that the supply reached levels that left the aquifer vulnerable to saltwater intrusion from the nearby
Pacific Ocean. Facing potential water shortages and possible destruction of the renewable water resource they depended on, the water users created a voluntary organization to discuss how to manage and conserve the groundwater for the future.9. Unregulated loggingThe tropical rainforests are a common resource that everyone in the world
benefits from. In some parts of the world, vast expanses of dense rainforests aren’t governed or owned in a way that allows effective management for resource extraction. Timber producers are driven to remove as much timber as possible as cheaply as possible. The result is that logging irreparably damages acres of rainforest each year.Although
some laws protect these forests from destructive logging practices, illegal logging continues — particularly along boundaries between countries, where the laws may be different on each side of the border.10. Population growthSome scientists consider the exponential growth of the human population to be an example of a tragedy of the commons. In
this case, the common resource is the planet Earth and all its shared resources. The world’s population has reached a whopping 7 billion individuals.Examining population growth as a tragedy of the commons illustrates that the depletion of common resources isn’t always the result of greed. Just by existing, each person uses water, air, land, and food
resources; splitting those resources among 7 billion people (and counting) tends to stretch them pretty thin. The Tragedy of the Commons (also known as the Tragedy of Freedom in a Commons) is an economic situation in which individual economic agents choose to maximise their individual gain when using a shared resource, to the detriment of
everyone else. Economic agents make decisions by balancing the positive and negative consequences of a decision, and if the positives outweigh the negatives then they will rationally choose to go forward with that decision. For example, say there is a lake with plenty of fish in it and plenty of fishing boats, fishing at a sustainable rate. A fisherman
may ponder if he should buy and use one more fishing boat. Positives: by using one more boat, the fisherman will be able to catch more fish and get more money etc. Negatives: by using one more boat the fish will be depleted quicker, and fishing will start to become unsustainable. In this scenario, by using one extra boat, the fisherman will gain all
the positive consequences, andthe whole fishing community will bear the negative consequences, but he will only bear a fraction of the consequence. So rationally the fisherman would choose to buy the boat and catch more fish. But if all the fisherman think in this manner, the fishing will be unsustainable and in the long run there would be no fish
left, leaving all the fisherman unemployed. To combat individuals ruining a shared resource, there are a few solutions:One method is to sell of the public land as private property. If a single company/individual owns the shared resource they will have the incentive to stop people from depleting the resource and will take better care of it. In the above
example, the lake can be sold to a single fishing company who now have the incentive to keep fishing sustainable, so as to increase the longevity and success of their company. One real world example of the Tragedy of the Commons is the "Grand Banks fisheries" who experienced the above example, where cod fishing became unsustainable and have
never been able to recover since. Imagine your favorite public park, filled with beautiful flowers, tall trees, and a sparkling pond. Now picture it trashed—Ilitter everywhere, flowers trampled, and the pond polluted. This transformation isn't just bad luck; it's an example of what can happen when shared resources are misused by individuals acting in
their own interest without considering the greater good. Tragedy of the commons is a social dilemma where individuals exploit shared resources to the point where the collective resource is depleted or destroyed, affecting everyone in the long run. This concept isn't just limited to parks; it applies to many areas in our lives, such as natural resources,
public services, and even digital spaces. In this article, we'll dive deep into what the tragedy of the commons means, why it's crucial to understand it today, and explore compelling real-life examples. From overfishing in our oceans to the unseen corners of the internet, we'll discover how this age-old theory is more relevant now than ever. Garrett
Hardin was an ecologist who got people talking about how we treat shared resources. Back in 1968, he published an article called "The Tragedy of the Commons," which had a huge impact on the way people thought about economics, environment, and society. Hardin used examples from history and everyday life to show that common resources could
be easily depleted if everyone acted in their own best interest. His article wasn't the first to discuss the issue, but it made a splash because it put a catchy name to a problem that people already kind of knew about but hadn't really focused on. By doing so, Hardin got policymakers, scientists, and everyday folks thinking about the concept. But Hardin
isn't without his problems, as he is a known racist, amongst other issues. In this article, we're only examining his one idea—The Tragedy of the Commons—and not him as a person or his other beliefs. The heart of the tragedy of the commons is a clash between individual wants and group needs. Imagine a pizza party with your friends. There's a giant
pizza with eight slices on the table. Common sense tells us that if there are eight people at the party, each person should grab one slice. But what if someone is super hungry and decides to snatch two slices? They might think they're clever for satisfying their hunger, but they leave someone else without any pizza. That's the core principle here. When
people act in their own best interest, without thinking of the group, the whole community can suffer. Sometimes, this happens because people think their actions won't make a big difference. They think, "If I take a little extra, it won't matter much," but when everyone thinks like that, it leads to a big problem. It's like when one person decides to cut a
queue. If everyone starts doing it, the whole idea of a line breaks down, and chaos ensues. One of the classic examples used to explain this theory is shared grazing land. Imagine a small village where several farmers share a big, green field to let their cows graze. The field has enough grass to feed everyone's cows if each farmer only lets a few cows
graze at a time. But suppose one farmer thinks, "I can make more money if I have more cows," and starts letting more and more cows onto the field. At first, it may seem like that farmer is making a smart move, but what happens when the field starts to run out of grass? Soon, all the cows—belonging to all the farmers—go hungry. That one farmer's
self-interest ends up causing a big problem for the entire village. The tragedy of the commons isn't just a story about cows, pizza, or people cutting in line. It applies to many important areas in our lives. Let's talk about a few: Overfishing: Many people rely on fishing for their livelihood. But if every fisherman takes as many fish as they can catch, the
entire fish population could get wiped out. When that happens, everyone loses their source of income and food.Deforestation: Forests are like the lungs of the Earth; they give us clean air. But if logging companies keep cutting down trees without replanting, we could end up with polluted air and a lot of other problems, like loss of animal habitat and
increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.Internet Bandwidth: You might not think about it, but even the internet is a kind of shared resource. If everyone starts downloading huge files all at once, it can slow down the internet for everyone in the area. Your Netflix binge might be fun for you, but it could make someone else's important work
presentation lag.Public Transport: Buses and trains have limited seats. If everyone rushes to get a seat and doesn't think about the elderly or those with special needs, it creates a less fair and more difficult environment for everyone. Understanding the tragedy of the commons helps us see why sometimes, what's good for one person can end up being
bad for a whole group. That's why it's super important to learn about this concept and think about how we can make better choices for everyone, not just ourselves. So what do we mean when we talk about "common resources"? These are things that nobody owns but everybody can use. Think of the air we breathe, the water in rivers, or even a public
playground. Because nobody owns them, there's a temptation to think, "Hey, I can use as much as I want!" But here's the catch: these resources are limited. There's only so much clean air, water, and space in a playground. If everyone starts to overuse them, there's a chance these resources could run out or get ruined for everyone. You might be
asking, "Why would someone act in a way that's bad for everyone?" Well, it's not that people are evil or selfish all the time; it's just that it's natural to look out for yourself. This is what experts call "rational self-interest." Imagine you're at an all-you-can-eat buffet. You want to get your money's worth, so you pile your plate high. That makes sense for
you, but if everyone does the same, the buffet might run out of food! The point is, when people act in their own best interest, they're being rational from their own perspective, but they might not be thinking about the big picture. Of course, not everyone will always take and not give. There are norms around reciprocity that some people and societies
follow, which basically means that we give back whatever we have taken. We'll learn more about this later as a possible solution to the Tragedy of the Commons. A social dilemma is a situation where what's good for one person can make things worse for everyone if everyone does it. Think about traffic jams. If you drive a car because it's the quickest
way to get somewhere, you're not doing anything wrong. But if everyone thinks like you and decides to drive, the roads get clogged, and everyone is late. It's a tricky situation. If you decide to be the "good person" and take public transport, but everyone else drives, you might feel like a sucker. But if everyone thought about the group and took turns
driving or using public transport, the roads would be clearer, and everyone would get to where they need to go faster. While the tragedy of the commons is a powerful concept that helps us understand many social dilemmas, it's not the only lens through which we can view these issues. There are other theories and counter-arguments that challenge
or add nuance to the basic principles of the tragedy of the commons. Game Theory: This is like the science of strategy. It tries to predict what people will do based on their own interests and the choices of others. In some game theory models, the tragedy of the commons can be avoided if people can communicate and trust each other to act for the
common good.Commons Governance Models: Not all shared resources are doomed to tragedy. Some communities have found ways to manage common goods successfully without depleting them. For example, the Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom outlined eight principles for managing the commons, which include clear boundaries and community
enforcement.Technological Solutions: Some people argue that technology will save the day. For example, advances in renewable energy could make it so we don't have to worry about depleting fossil fuels. However, relying solely on technology could be risky; it might not solve all our problems or could create new ones.The Free Rider Problem: This is
kind of the opposite of the tragedy of the commons. In this case, some people benefit from a shared resource without contributing to it. Think of someone who enjoys a clean park but never helps with the cleanup. Some argue that focusing on free riders and finding ways to make them contribute could help avoid the tragedy of the
commons.Psychological and Cultural Factors: Sometimes, the tragedy of the commons doesn't happen because people's beliefs or cultural norms encourage them to act for the common good. Understanding these psychological factors can offer another way to solve or mitigate the problem.Criticisms: Not everyone agrees with the tragedy of the
commons theory. Some critics say it's used to justify privatizing public goods or that it assumes people are selfish when they're not always. Others argue that the real tragedy is not the overuse of commons but the unequal distribution of resources. The concept of the tragedy of the commons plays out in numerous real-world scenarios, touching
various aspects of our lives. Here are some illustrative examples: Amazon Rainforest - Deforestation: The Amazon Rainforest, often called the "lungs of the Earth," is experiencing rapid deforestation, posing a severe ecological threat. Various logging companies, indigenous tribes, and local governments have been exploiting the forest for short-term
economic gains for decades. Despite its status as a critical global ecosystem, the tragedy continues, with deforestation rates seeing severe spikes, particularly in the 2010s.Great Pacific Garbage Patch: This is a massive accumulation of plastic waste in the Pacific Ocean, which has become notably severe in the early 21st century. Millions of tons of
plastic waste, much of it single-use items, have collected in this area of the ocean, creating devastating impacts on marine life. The global consumer population and corporations producing plastic goods all contribute to this growing ecological disaster. Newfoundland Cod Fishery: Overfishing led to the collapse of the Newfoundland Cod Fishery in
1992. Despite warnings from scientists about the decreasing fish populations, local fishers and the Canadian government continued to fish at unsustainable levels. The tragedy culminated in a total collapse of the fishery, leading to a moratorium that put approximately 30,000 people out of work.Mediterranean Bluefin Tuna: The high demand for sushi
has resulted in the overfishing of Bluefin Tuna in the Mediterranean. This tragedy peaked in the early 2000s when regulatory quotas were frequently ignored or bypassed by various fishing companies, despite oversight from EU regulatory bodies. This has led to critically low populations of Bluefin Tuna, threatening the species with extinction. Aral
Sea - Water Depletion: Once the fourth-largest lake in the world, the Aral Sea has shrunk to just 10% of its original size due to poor water management. Starting in the 1960s, the governments of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan initiated irrigation projects that diverted rivers feeding the lake. This resulted in an ecological disaster and decimated the local



fishing economy.California Water Crisis: California has been grappling with water scarcity issues for years, but the crisis became particularly acute between 2014 and 2017. Despite this, the state's agricultural sector continues to cultivate high water-consuming crops like almonds. The California state government and the agricultural sector both
contribute to this ongoing problem, exacerbating the effects of natural droughts. New York Subway Overcrowding: Overuse and underfunding of the New York City subway system have led to deteriorating service and frequent disruptions. Coined the "Summer of Hell" in 2017, the subway's issues reached a boiling point, highlighting the chronic
underinvestment by the MTA and the New York City government. As ridership continues to grow, the tragedy of the commons manifests in a public service vital to millions of people.UK's NHS Underfunding: The National Health Service (NHS) in the UK is facing long waiting times and resource strains, issues that have escalated in the past decade.
High demand for services coupled with limited resources and funding cuts have created a tragedy of the commons in a system designed to provide healthcare for all. Beijing Smog Crisis: In the early 2000s, Beijing faced a severe air pollution crisis due to rapid industrialization and lax regulations. The Chinese government and industries contributed to
hazardous levels of air pollution that affected millions of residents. Despite efforts to curb emissions, especially ahead of the 2008 Olympics, air quality in Beijing remains a significant public health issue.Delhi Air Quality: Delhi, the capital city of India, faces a similar problem to Beijing, with even more severe levels of air pollution. Primarily due to
vehicle emissions, crop burning, and industrial activities, the tragedy has worsened over the years, notably spiking each winter. Despite various interventions from the Indian government and environmental organizations, the issue remains unresolved, affecting millions of lives. Coral Reef Bleaching: One of the most vibrant ecosystems on the planet,
coral reefs, especially the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, have been facing massive bleaching events. These events, occurring notably since the late 1990s, are primarily due to climate change and overfishing. Various stakeholders, from local fishermen to global corporations and governments, contribute to this ongoing environmental tragedy.Dead
Zones in Gulf of Mexico: Excessive nutrient runoff from agricultural activities in the United States has led to hypoxic "dead zones" in the Gulf of Mexico, where marine life cannot survive. This phenomenon has been escalating since the 1970s. Despite efforts from environmental agencies, the area of the dead zones has increased, severely affecting
fishing industries and biodiversity. Rhino Poaching in Africa: The high demand for rhino horn, primarily from Asian markets, has led to rampant poaching in Africa, particularly in countries like South Africa and Namibia. Despite conservation efforts dating back to the late 20th century, rhinos remain critically endangered, with many sub-species
already extinct.Deforestation in Borneo: The demand for palm oil has led to significant deforestation in Borneo, affecting not just the trees but also native species like the orangutan. This issue gained international attention in the 2000s, and despite various sustainability pledges, the rate of deforestation remains alarmingly high. Traffic Congestion in
Jakarta: The Indonesian capital has some of the world's worst traffic jams, affecting millions of commuters daily. Despite attempts to improve public transportation, the tragedy of road overuse persists, with no end in sight.Public School Overcrowding in U.S.: In various parts of the United States, especially in underfunded districts, public schools
suffer from overcrowding, leading to lower educational outcomes. Despite numerous policy discussions, the issue remains a challenge, with millions of students affected each year. Pesticide Runoff: In many agricultural areas around the world, excessive use of pesticides has led to water pollution, affecting both human health and aquatic life. Starting
from the latter half of the 20th century, the use of pesticides increased dramatically, leading to unintended consequences like the poisoning of water bodies and loss of beneficial insects.Soil Degradation: In various regions, particularly in parts of Africa and Asia, overfarming and poor land management have led to severe soil degradation. This has
resulted in reduced agricultural productivity and has exacerbated issues of food security. Despite the availability of sustainable farming practices, the issue persists, driven by the need for short-term agricultural yields. Coal Mining in Appalachia: Since the 19th century, coal mining has been a way of life in the Appalachian region of the United States.
However, this has led to environmental destruction, including mountain-top removal and water pollution. While providing short-term economic benefits, the long-term environmental and health costs have been devastating.Fracking in the United States: Hydraulic fracturing, commonly known as fracking, has led to a boom in oil and gas production in
the U.S. However, this has resulted in various environmental concerns, such as water pollution and increased seismic activity. The surge in fracking, notably from 2008 onwards, highlights the tension between economic gains and environmental sustainability. Music Piracy: The advent of the Internet made it easier than ever to share music, but it also
led to widespread piracy. While this allows more people to access music, it deprives artists and producers of revenue, which can stifle the creation of new content. Despite various legal interventions, music piracy remains a widespread problem.Open Source Burnout: Open source projects often rely on the unpaid labor of developers. However, this can
lead to "burnout" when too many people use these resources but don't contribute back to the community. This has been an increasing concern in the tech community, especially as more corporations rely on open-source software. Antarctic Overfishing: Antarctica is home to species like the krill, which are vital to the ecosystem but are being
overfished. Countries like China and Russia have been particularly active in Antarctic fishing. Despite international regulations, monitoring these activities remains a significant challenge.Space Debris: As more countries and private companies engage in space exploration, the amount of space debris orbiting Earth has increased. This poses risks to
both manned and unmanned space missions. Efforts are underway to manage this issue, but a comprehensive solution is still lacking. Hurricane Katrina and the Levees: In 2005, Hurricane Katrina exposed weaknesses in New Orleans' levee system, which was designed to protect the city from flooding. For years, the levees were not adequately
maintained due to underfunding and poor planning. When Katrina hit, the levees failed, leading to devastating flooding and loss of life.Australian Bushfires: The 2019-2020 Australian bushfires were catastrophic, but part of the tragedy lies in land management practices. Decades of fire suppression, rather than controlled burns practiced by
Indigenous Australians for centuries, contributed to the severity of the fires. This exemplifies how mismanagement of a common resource—land—can lead to tragedy. Antibiotic Resistance: The overuse of antibiotics in both humans and livestock has led to increasing antibiotic resistance. This is a global health crisis that has been steadily rising since
the late 20th century. Although many doctors and organizations are advocating for more responsible antibiotic use, the problem continues to worsen.COVID-19 and Mask Shortages: The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic led to a global scramble for personal protective equipment, especially masks. Despite being a critical resource for healthcare
workers and the public, the initial shortage exemplified a tragedy of the commons, as people hoarded supplies, leaving healthcare providers under-equipped. Net Neutrality: The concept of net neutrality suggests that all internet traffic should be treated equally. However, ISPs have been known to throttle speeds for certain services while letting
others pay for faster speeds. This commercialization of a public utility leads to unequal access and can stifle innovation.Data Privacy and Social Media: Social media platforms collect vast amounts of user data, often without transparent consent. While these platforms are "free" to use, the cost comes in the form of privacy loss, affecting millions of
users. Regulatory efforts like GDPR aim to mitigate this, but the issue persists. Mount Everest Littering: Mount Everest attracts climbers from around the world, but this has led to a littering problem. Climbers leave behind waste, including oxygen tanks and even human waste, creating an environmental issue on the highest peak on Earth.National
Parks Overcrowding: Places like Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon have seen a surge in visitors in recent years. The overcrowding not only affects the experience for visitors but also has environmental impacts due to litter, soil erosion, and wildlife disturbances. San Francisco’s BART System: The Bay Area Rapid Transit system, known as BART, has
struggled with overcrowding and underfunding. The high demand for public transit in San Francisco coupled with a lack of investment has led to deterioration in service quality, affecting daily commuters.Flint Water Crisis: The public water system in Flint, Michigan, became contaminated with lead in 2014, affecting thousands of residents. Poor
governance and cost-cutting measures led to this public health crisis, highlighting how mismanagement of common resources can have dire consequences. Bluefin Tuna Overfishing: Bluefin tuna are highly prized for sushi and sashimi, leading to overfishing in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Despite quotas set by international bodies, illegal fishing
continues, posing a severe threat to the species' survival.Shark Finning: The demand for shark fins, primarily for shark fin soup in Asian markets, has led to unsustainable fishing practices. Sharks are caught and their fins are removed, often while they are still alive, leading to declining shark populations and disrupting marine ecosystems. Plagiarism
in Academia: Plagiarism undermines the value of original research and ideas. Despite stringent regulations and plagiarism-detection tools, the unethical practice of plagiarizing other people's work continues to plague educational institutions worldwide.Limited Access to Academic Journals: Many academic journals hide behind paywalls, limiting
access to knowledge. While publishers argue that they need to cover costs, critics argue that this practice restricts the flow of knowledge, affecting researchers in low-income countries the most. Bicycle Sharing Vandalism: Bike-sharing programs in cities like Paris and San Francisco offer an eco-friendly means of transport. However, these bikes often
face vandalism or are taken for personal use, depleting the common resource and making the service unsustainable.Pedestrian Congestion in Tourist Cities: Cities like Venice and Dubrovnik have seen an explosion in tourism, leading to overcrowding and strain on local resources. The very charm that attracts tourists is at risk due to the unsustainable
number of visitors. California Rolling Blackouts: Due to a mix of high demand, weather conditions, and limited supply, California has faced rolling blackouts. While efforts are being made to transition to renewable energy, the existing grid and power generation systems are under tremendous stress, affecting millions.Water Scarcity in Cape Town: In
2018, Cape Town almost ran out of water due to a combination of drought and high usage. Despite water-saving efforts, the city came dangerously close to "Day Zero," where taps would run dry, highlighting the urgency of sustainable water management. Plastic Pollution in the Oceans: Plastic waste has become a global problem, severely impacting
marine life. Despite numerous cleanup efforts and bans on single-use plastics, millions of tons of plastics end up in the oceans each year.E-Waste in Developing Countries: Developed countries often export electronic waste to developing countries for disposal, leading to environmental and health hazards. Despite international conventions aimed at
controlling e-waste, the problem persists. Political Corruption: Common resources like tax money can be misused when corruption is rampant in government systems. This undermines public trust and leads to inefficient use of resources, affecting social welfare programs, infrastructure, and public services.Gerrymandering: Manipulating electoral
boundaries to favor a particular political party undermines the principle of fair representation. This form of political strategy effectively "steals" the common resource of a fair electoral system. Corporate Tax Evasion: Large corporations often use loopholes to evade taxes, depriving governments of revenue needed for public services. While it might be
legal, this practice is considered unethical by many and leads to increased economic inequality.Stock Market Manipulation: Practices like insider trading manipulate the stock market for personal gain but can have a detrimental effect on retail investors. This can undermine trust in what is supposed to be a common resource for investment and wealth
building. Global Food Waste: Approximately one-third of all food produced globally is wasted. While individual consumers contribute to this problem, the majority of waste occurs during production, distribution, and retail, showcasing a tragedy of lost resources.Monoculture Farming: Practices like monoculture farming may yield high outputs in the
short term but lead to soil degradation and increased vulnerability to pests and diseases, compromising long-term agricultural sustainability. The myriad examples of the tragedy of the commons may at first glance appear to be isolated issues, specific to their respective sectors like healthcare, environment, or technology. However, upon closer
examination, it becomes evident that many of these examples are deeply interconnected, contributing to a web of complex problems that often exacerbate each other. Agricultural practices like pesticide runoff and soil degradation have environmental consequences that go beyond their immediate geographical locations. Pesticide runoff can
contaminate water bodies, which in turn affects aquatic life, and eventually human health. Similarly, soil degradation can lead to reduced agricultural yields, thereby impacting food security. These problems often circle back to exacerbate climate change, as less fertile soil and contaminated water make it even more challenging to adapt to changing
weather patterns. In the realm of technology, data privacy issues on social media platforms and open-source software burnout are seemingly separate issues. However, they both involve the exploitation of a common resource—data in one case and human intellectual labor in another. As companies continue to gather massive amounts of data, open-
source projects often provide the critical infrastructure that supports these platforms. The imbalance of this give-and-take relationship puts both our digital privacy and the sustainability of crucial tech projects at risk. The global commons examples like Antarctic overfishing and space debris demonstrate another layer of interconnectedness. As
countries compete for marine resources, they also participate in space exploration that contributes to orbital debris. Both issues require international cooperation, as the actions of one country can have repercussions for the entire international community. When it comes to business practices like corporate tax evasion or stock market manipulation,
the tragedy of the commons reveals the shortcomings of the regulatory environment. These economic activities, while seemingly disconnected, actually create a ripple effect through society. For example, tax evasion leads to less public funding, which might result in less investment in sustainable technologies or public health, contributing indirectly to
other tragedies like environmental degradation or antibiotic resistance. Similarly, cultural phenomena like music piracy and the overcrowding of tourist destinations can't be viewed in isolation. The loss of revenue from music piracy affects the economic viability of artists, which in turn influences cultural output. Overcrowded tourist destinations
experience environmental degradation, which negatively impacts local communities, thereby affecting their economic and social well-being. By understanding these interconnections, we can better appreciate the complex nature of the tragedy of the commons. It's not just a series of isolated incidents but a web of challenges that are often mutually
reinforcing. Addressing these problems, therefore, requires a holistic approach that considers these intricate relationships. An important but often overlooked aspect of the tragedy of the commons is the concept of the "Metacrisis." This term refers to the overarching crisis that is formed by the sum of all individual crises, effectively creating a crisis of
crises. When individual examples of the tragedy of the commons are viewed in isolation, we may miss the bigger picture—the Metacrisis that threatens the very fabric of our social, economic, and environmental systems. The Metacrisis is the epitome of systems thinking, which emphasizes that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. For
instance, antibiotic resistance may seem like a standalone healthcare issue, but when compounded with other crises like climate change and political corruption, it exacerbates the systemic weaknesses that make solving any one issue increasingly difficult. In our modern, interconnected world, the actions in one domain often have unforeseen
consequences in another. For example, overuse of natural resources can lead to social and political unrest, which can, in turn, lead to economic instability. This economic instability can further exacerbate environmental degradation, creating a vicious cycle. In this way, individual tragedies of the commons can amplify each other, escalating into a
larger Metacrisis. What makes the Metacrisis especially daunting is its global scale. With the rise of globalization and technology, problems are no longer confined to local or even national boundaries. A financial crisis in one country can ripple across the world, just as environmental disasters can have global implications. Therefore, the Metacrisis
necessitates a collective, global response. Addressing the Metacrisis involves more than just piecemeal solutions to individual problems. It requires a holistic approach that takes into account the interconnected nature of these challenges. This might involve cross-disciplinary collaboration, changes in policy and governance, and a shift in cultural
attitudes towards resources and sustainability. In sum, the Metacrisis serves as a lens through which we can view the collective impact of individual tragedies of the commons. It prompts us to think systemically and act collaboratively, urging us to resolve not just the isolated issues but the larger crisis they contribute to. While the tragedy of the
commons presents daunting challenges, it's not all doom and gloom. By acknowledging the problems and understanding their interconnected nature, we pave the way for solutions. The key to addressing these issues lies in a multifaceted approach that involves individuals, communities, corporations, and governments. International Treaties: When it
comes to global commons like the oceans and outer space, international cooperation is vital. Treaties like the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the Outer Space Treaty aim to regulate shared resources and minimize conflicts.Enforcement Mechanisms: Regulations are only effective if they are enforced. Strong
monitoring and punitive measures for violations, such as fines or sanctions, can deter misuse of common resources. Blockchain for Transparency: Blockchain technology can ensure transparent and tamper-proof records. This could be particularly useful in fisheries management, where overfishing is a concern.Waste-to-Energy: Innovative methods of
converting waste into energy can not only solve the problem of waste management but also contribute to sustainable energy solutions. Tax Breaks for Sustainable Practices: Governments can encourage sustainable business practices by providing tax incentives for companies that reduce their carbon footprint or adopt renewable energy sources.Cap-
and-Trade: This market-based approach allows companies to buy or sell permits for emitting pollutants. It sets a cap on emissions while providing an economic incentive to reduce them. Local Stewardship: Communities that rely on specific resources, like forests or water bodies, often manage them best. Programs that empower local communities to
take charge of their resources have proven to be effective in countries like Nepal and Kenya.Public Awareness Campaigns: Education and awareness are crucial. Campaigns that inform people about the consequences of actions like littering or wasting water can instill a sense of responsibility. Mindful Consumption: Individuals can contribute by
making more sustainable choices in their daily lives, whether it's reducing plastic use or opting for public transport.Crowdsourcing and Volunteering: The power of collective action should not be underestimated. Beach clean-up drives, tree-planting events, and online platforms where individuals can contribute to solving specific problems are
excellent examples of how crowdsourcing can make a difference. Interdisciplinary Approaches: Tackling the tragedy of the commons requires expertise from various fields like economics, environmental science, sociology, and technology. Collaboration across these disciplines can lead to more comprehensive solutions. By employing a diverse range of
strategies, from regulatory frameworks to community-led initiatives, we can mitigate the impact of the tragedy of the commons. It's a monumental task, but not an insurmountable one. Incremental changes can lead to significant improvements over time, pulling us back from the brink and ensuring a more sustainable future for everyone. The tragedy
of the commons is a complex issue that manifests in various aspects of our lives, be it the environment, technology, healthcare, or social systems. From overfishing in international waters to the ethical dilemmas posed by open-source software, these challenges often seem overwhelming. Yet, as we've discovered, they're not isolated problems but
interconnected facets of a greater crisis—the Metacrisis—that calls for immediate attention and collaborative action. However, the silver lining in this rather grim narrative is that solutions do exist. They require a multi-layered approach that combines regulations, technology, community involvement, and individual responsibility. By addressing these
issues from multiple angles, we stand a chance at not only mitigating individual tragedies but also averting the looming Metacrisis. In the end, the tragedy of the commons serves as a poignant reminder of the limitations of our shared resources and the collective responsibility we hold in preserving them. It challenges us to rethink our actions,
reframe our policies, and collaborate across sectors and borders. By doing so, we take a significant step toward a more equitable and sustainable world for current and future generations. And so, as we navigate through these challenges, let's remember that the essence of the commons is not just in its tragedy but also in its potential for unity and
collective good. It's a call to action, urging us to come together as a community, as nations, and as a species, to protect what's common to us all. Reference this article: Practical Psychology. (2023, September). 49+ Tragedy of the Commons Examples (Definition + Solutions). Retrieved from . Practical Psychology. (2023, September). 49+ Tragedy of
the Commons Examples (Definition + Solutions). Retrieved from . It’s been a few weeks since Wednesday, March 11, when the World Health Organization declared the coronavirus outbreak a global pandemic. In the midst of this crisis, health and well-being, as well as the uncertainty of the future, are at the forefront of everyone’s minds. As we worry
for ourselves, our loved ones, our communities and society as a whole, acts of selflessness are plentiful. Each of us has a role to play in curbing the spread of this disease, and lots of us are stepping up. But if you’'ve attempted to go grocery shopping at any point during this crisis, you know that self- interest is also on full display. The Tragedy of the
Commons in Grocery Stores As the seriousness of this pandemic settled in, people rushed to panic buy all sorts of essentials and nonessentials (oatmilk sales skyrocketed!). Stores quickly ran out of hand sanitizer, isopropyl alcohol and disinfectant wipes. And as schools shut down, food started disappearing as well: eggs, milk, bread, frozen veggies,
you name it. Shoppers even came to blows over disappearing supplies of toilet paper. In an attempt to ensure their own comfort and safety, individuals quickly depleted limited supplies of resources. This chaos brings to mind a concept that is all too familiar in the world of environmentalism: the tragedy of the commons. What is the Tragedy of the
Commons The phrase “tragedy of the commons” is credited to ecologist Garret Hardin, who in a 1968 paper described how shared resources (“commons”) are inevitably destroyed. Individuals use up the resources in a rational but selfish manner, causing long-term disastrous consequences for everyone. Hardin’s initial characterization of this concept
was inaccurate. He was profoundly racist, and many of the ideas specific to his paper have been justly criticized and disproven. Economist Elinor Ostrom, for instance, won the Nobel Prize in Economics for her work on sustainable, cooperative governance of shared resources. Her work showed that while depletion of shared resources sometimes
occurs, it is not inevitable. In environmental science, it is important to recognize situations where the tragedy of the commons can occur, because sustainable management of shared resources can remedy these occurrences of “tragedy” and create healthy interactions between humans and their environment. So how does the tragedy of the commons
play out in real life? Let’s look at a few examples. Groundwater Systems Fall Victim to the Tragedy of the Commons Groundwater is a prime example of a resource that is subject to depletion if not effectively managed. In the United States, the agriculture industry uses 50 billion gallons of groundwater every day. Additionally, groundwater is the
source of drinking water for half of the country’s population. When individuals pump too much groundwater, the resource is depleted before it can be replenished, and the consequences are significant. Individual overuse of groundwater reduces the amount and quality of the water supply, helping create a problem that impacts everyone. As the water
table lowers, wells are unable to reach their water sources, and the lakes, rivers and streams that are connected to the groundwater have less supply to pull from. Additionally, more energy and money are required for pumping groundwater to the surface. And along coasts, excessive pumping ruins water quality by allowing salt water to contaminate
the supply. In order to sustain this shared resource, individual actors have to communicate and collaborate rather than acting purely out of self-interest. The journey towards sustainable groundwater management in southern California speaks to the magnitude of such an issue and the hard work required in ensuring that valuable resources are not
destroyed. The Impact on Global Traffic Congestion In cities all across the globe, traffic jams are an unfortunate part of daily life. Congestion has increased over the last decade, with the most congested cities spread throughout countries like India, Colombia, the Philippines, Russia and Turkey. Traffic jams begin with each individual choosing to use
public roads in order to best serve their own transportation needs. However, in densely populated urban areas, vast numbers of individuals make this choice at the same time, and naturally, problems arise. As congestion develops, cars sit idly by. Bumper to bumper traffic destroys the function of the shared resource as an efficient pathway for daily
transportation. And more importantly, individual cars deposit fumes that harm the atmosphere, contributing to large-scale societal problems. In order to minimize environmental harm and preserve the function of shared public roads, individuals cannot operate purely out of self-interest. Marine Plastic Pollution Plastic pollution is another illustration
of the tragedy of the commons playing out in real time. Plastic products are widely available and are both comfortable and convenient for consumers. However, as society continues to accumulate and mismanage plastic waste, marine ecosystems are increasingly subject to extensive damage. Challenges surrounding the existence of the great pacific
garbage patch show exactly how the environment can suffer when self-interest alone guides decision-making. Individuals acting without consideration for societal consequences collectively contribute to this massive garbage gyre in international waters. Because everyone holds some responsibility for creating the problem, efforts to reduce the
damage require collaboration on a global level. The Overuse of Antibiotics and the Rise of Superbugs Overuse of antibiotics poses a major threat to global health. When antibiotics are used unnecessarily, they become less effective, kill off good bacteria, weaken the immune system, and lead to the development of drug-resistant bacteria. These drug-
resistant superbugs have enormous potential for harm, with the death toll from antimicrobial infections expected to reach 10 million in 2050. Various individual actors contribute to the overuse of this common resource. In the medical field, antibiotics are overprescribed. Many patients request antibiotics just in case they have a bacterial infection,
rather than waiting to see if the treatment is appropriate. And doctors sometimes prescribe antibiotics to avoid getting hit with malpractice suits. Antibiotic overuse also has huge ties to farming. In the United States, 70% of antibiotics are used for agriculture. Instead of reserving antibiotics for treatment of sick animals, farmers use the drugs to
promote growth in livestock and to prevent infections that occur in unsanitary living conditions. These decisions improve farmers’ individual opportunity for profit to the detriment of society as a whole. How to Avoid the Tragedy of the Commons In all these examples of the tragedy of the commons, collaborative effort is key to sustainable management
of common resources. Balancing concern for the well-being and interests of individuals with concern for the well-being of the group and of the shared environment can create healthier long-term outcomes for everyone. Image Credits: Coronavirus Panic shopping, Ntuc super store, Singapore by cattan2011 is licensed under CC BY 2.0; Shallow well,
Thailand by Water Alternatives is licensed under CC BY 2.0; Traffic Jam by lorenz.markus97 is licensed under CC BY 2.0; Marine litter. A colourful reminder of a huge environmental problem. by Bo Eide is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0; Pig-palooza by Adam Fagen is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0



