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Addressing
the Commons

F
or those interested in the commons in India, January 10 to 14, 2011 were significant dates. The 

13th Conference of  the International Association for the Study of  the Commons (IASC) held on 

these days in Hyderabad, India, witnessed an extraordinary assemblage of  practitioners, scholars, 

experts and policy makers coming together to discuss and deliberate on the future of  commons.

The conference host—the Foundation for Ecological Security, a practitioner organisation—and 
its partners are intensely committed to the successful execution of many of the discussions and 
initiatives that emerged from the conference, particularly the Commons Initiative. Starting out as 
a series of actions and events aimed at securing policy and programmatic space for the commons in 
India’s natural resource governance, the Commons Initiative has made steadfast progress in certain 
states such as Rajasthan, and particularly with reference to the various planning processes associated 
with the 12th Five Year Plan.

The 13th IASC witnessed an overwhelming participation of over 800 delegates from 69 countries. 
More than 1,000 abstracts were received from participants belonging to over 80 countries. Apart 
from a range of papers and posters that showcased the disciplinary diversity that characterises the 
study of commons, the conference also benefited from keynote addresses from globally renowned 
experts who engaged their audience with presentations that navigated the subjects of economics, 
ecology, politics, activism, social sciences, and law. We present to our readers another special issue of 
Common Voices—covering the welcome address by Mr. Nitin Desai, the inaugural addresses by Professor 
Elinor Ostrom and Dr. Jairam Ramesh, and the keynote speeches by Mr. Herman Rosa Chávez, Dr. 
Ruth Meinzen-Dick, Mr. David Bollier, Prof. Bina Agarwal, and Mr. Ashish Kothari.

As experts in the field of the commons, their speeches are rich with in-depth knowledge drawn from 
years of experimentation, experience, research and ideas on securing commons and sustaining our 
future. We present the complete transcripts of these addresses in their original form, and wish to 
share the richness of debate, thought and action towards understanding and addressing the commons, 
with readers who missed the conference.

We have also included a landmark order recently passed by the Hon'ble Supreme Court of India 
mandating that all state governments undertake time bound measures to restore their village common 
lands. We will keep readers posted on developments and look forward once again to your suggestions 
and feedback.
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Welcome Address

Mr. Nitin Desai
Chair, IASC 2011 Conference, and

Member, the Prime Minister’s Council on Climate Change
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Prof. Elinor Ostrom; Shri Jairam Ramesh, Minister of Environment and Forests; Ms. Ruth Meinzen-Dick, the Chair of IASC; and Mr. 
Jagdeesh Rao, the Co-chair of the IASC Conference,

It is a pleasure for me to welcome all the delegates who have come to this lovely city for this 13th session of the IASC.

When the idea of holding this conference was first posed in the Board of the Foundation of Ecological Security (FES), I jumped at the 
idea and even agreed that I would be the Chair for this. But at that time I did not reckon with the fact that my son would decide to get 
married in the week of the conference. So I have had to make some arrangements and it’s really Jagdeesh who has had to bear the bulk 
of the burden of chairing this conference.

The reason the Foundation for Ecological Security took such an interest in this is because the foundation has been working with common 
property resources for quite some time. It works in about 1,800 villages; it covers about 120,000 hectares of common land; it reaches 
about a million people and in many ways the issues which relate to the management of common property resources are at the heart of 
the agenda of the Foundation of Ecological Security, and that is why we have been supporting this conference so much. And I’m very 
grateful to Dr. Amrita Patel, the members of the Board of the FES, and of course, Mr. Jagdeesh Rao also, who is the Executive Director of 
Foundation of Ecological Security, for the support they provided for this conference.

My own personal interest in this conference arose because my work in development planning focussed very much on two issues: issues 
of sustainable development and issues of distributive justice. And it was very clear that in many ways these issues could not be tackled 
in the orthodox framework of economics, as it was normally done. The issues of environment particularly, but also other dimensions of 
sustainable development and of distributive justice, are very intimately tied with how the rights and the responsibilities for management 
of the common property resources are handled. So as a development planner, as an economist, I thought this conference was important, 
and I hope that this conference really leads to the sort of strengthening of research work in this area, which is very necessary, particularly 
in India. 

It is necessary in India because of the role that common property resources play in the lives of people here. You will hear much more 
about this in the course of the next few days. There’s a survey which Foundation of Ecological Security has done and which should be 
available to you. Basically what it says is that 20 to 40% of the income of households in dry semi-arid and sub-humid regions of the 
country comes from what they get by grazing, water, farming and other services from common property resources. Now that’s a very big 
number—20–40% of the income of all the households in these regions. 

For historical reasons, common property resource issues have been neglected—partly, it’s a colonial inheritance. The colonial government 
was interested in two categories: land privately owned and tilled from which they earned a revenue, and the land which was under their 
control, typically forests, because from that they derived their income directly. And what happened was that the rest including common 
land, was classified and mis-classified as “wasteland”—a term which has caused us endless trouble. Because you call it “wasteland” you 
think you could hand it over for all manner of other activities, without realising that what you are calling wasteland is being used. It is 
common land, it is being used by people for grazing, or for firewood or for some other purpose. We are today trying to recover from that 
inheritance.

The second reason for our interest in this conference was the importance of focusing attention on the policy issues relating to the 
management of common property resources in India because of the role that these resources play in the lives of people here. And the 
third reason was that I have been an international civil servant and I have been involved a lot in environmental issues and frankly those 
issues are the issues of global commons—in one form or the other, whether it is high seas, whether it is shared waters, whether it is the 
atmosphere, whether it is biodiversity or whether it is cyberspace. There too what we lack is an understanding of how to handle issues 
about rights and responsibilities of the commons in an international relations framework, which is still a classical one. 

The concern of this conference is how do we focus our attention on this as an important area for social science research? And who better 
to get for this forum, than Professor Ostrom who of course got the Nobel Prize for her work on common property resources in 2009. The 
really challenging thing about her work has been not just the empirical work that she has done, but the methodological work on how we 
should be thinking about common property resources, what are the conditions under which effective mechanisms for collective action 
do emerge. And I am sure that she will be setting out a certain agenda for us which will be something that we can mull over in the next 
few days.

The other dimension is the practical dimension of what you do with this in terms of the policy. Shri Jairam Ramesh, the Minister of 
Environment and Forests is our custodian of common property resources. He is the man who has the responsibility for implementing 
the laws which are supposed to protect common property resources. He has done a phenomenal job for the past 19 months that he has 
been minister, and essentially he has done this job by simply implementing the laws which exist. And he really is the man who can tell us, 
what is it that stands in the way of effective implementation of the laws which exist for the protection of common property rights and 
responsibilities in this country. We could not possibly have had a better person to talk to us than him. 

We are particularly fortunate that we have these two to set us on the right path. So, let me conclude. I welcomed you by saying that I 
regretted the fact that I will be leaving after the first day, because I have to take care of a marriage in the family. But I am also very happy 
that we have two people who could not be possibly be bettered by anybody else to set us on a path of exploration for the next three 
days. 

With that I welcome you all to this conference. I wish you very fruitful discussions over the next few days and I also hope that you have 
some time to enjoy the pleasures of this delightful and wonderful city. Of course, I cannot end without thanking the Government of 
Andhra Pradesh and all of the people in the administration who have facilitated what we are able to organise here for this conference.

Thank you very much. Welcome to Hyderabad, to the IASC.



8

Inaugural Speech

Professor Elinor Ostrom
Distinguished Professor, Indiana University, and

Nobel Prize winner for Economics in 2009
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It’s a great honour to be here. And I want to thank Shri Nitin 
Desai, and President Ruth Meinzen Dick, and Shri Jairam 
Ramesh, and Shri Jagdeesh Rao for organising something 
that is very exciting and very important for me. And it is a joy 
to see many colleagues that I have known through the years 
again, and to learn from them, and I am looking forward to 
questions. I will not be here for the whole meeting, but I will 
be here for the next two days and know that I will learn a lot.
 
I am going to be focusing largely on collective action theory, 
which I see as an underlying part of our work, so that there is a 
foundation to our research. Way back, long ago, Mancur Olson 
and Garrett Hardin did very key work on social dilemmas. 
Their work led to the prediction that self-organisation—at 
least Hardin’s work—is impossible; people were trapped. The 
presumption is that people wouldn’t cooperate because they 
would be trapped in a social dilemma. But somehow public 
officials are supposed to be able to solve the problem—they 
have the genes or something of the sort that is different, so 
they can solve it. So the literature has tended to recommend 
government or private ownership as a panacea. Now, this has 
been well accepted because it was consistent with game theory 
and models of the Prisoner’s Dilemma. The presumption was 
that people will be trapped in that kind of a social dilemma. 
We then have had the media paying immense amount of 
attention to whenever something does collapse, like the 
sardines off the California coast. And so, the dominant policy 
recommendation was that we need governments to own 
and manage resources, or just turn them over to the private 
sector. We have had all sorts of these policies adopted around 
the world. 

Now, there have been extensive field studies conducted on 
various villages and resources over a very long time. Many 
individual studies of pastoralists, of inshore fishers, of farmers 
organising to provide irrigation, and some of these like 
Robert Netting’s work, are about Swiss commons that have 
been organised for centuries. But we had a very deep division. 
We had sociologists, historians, engineers, political scientists, 
anthropologists and other social scientists who would focus on 
fisheries and nothing other, or alpine meadows or whatever. 
And they examined these resources on a particular continent. 
So we had a literature that was divided by three big chasms—
disciplines, resource type, and geographic region. And very 
little discussion and cumulation. So we were in a problem of 
lots of material but no cumulation. This led to establishment 
of a National Research Council Committee in 1980s to assess 
what knowledge do we have. Soon, over a thousand cases 
were identified that people had written about common pool 
resources. But because of the lack of cumulation in knowledge 
and sharing, authors all tended to identify different kinds of 
variables and processes. I think that was one of the stimuli for 
the establishment of IASC—to develop better theories and 
better frameworks to enable us to have cumulated knowledge 
about these many, many resource systems. 

We were very fortunate that in Bloomington the Workshop 
in Political Theory and Policy Analysis research centre had 
already started to develop the Institutional Analysis and 
Development (IAD) framework. It has helped us very much 
as we tried to proceed. This is a multi-disciplinary framework 

trying to look at how humans analyse a situation and act in 
diverse situations, at as general a level we could think about 
it. It contained a nested set of building blocks so that we could 
look at problems at various scales and look at how exogenous 
variables affect them. We can think about situations in the 
simplest possible ways of having exogenous variables like 
biophysical conditions, attributes of a community and the 
rules in use—and temporarily, they are not going to be 
changing, and you can assume them to be relatively stable for 
purposes of analysis.

These jointly help to create something we call an action 
situation—and we are going to dig into that in a moment—
which then lead to interactions, outcomes, and the possibility 
of the participants evaluating, or external people evaluating, 
outcomes leading to changes. So over time you could have 
change as people interacted. This looks very simple, but 
having something simple that you can then unpack turns out 
to be a very powerful way to cumulate theory, which is what 
we have been doing. The internal parts of an action situation 
then are inside that box—the action situation—and as we 
developed this, we very self-consciously made sure that the 
internal working parts were similar to the working parts 
of game theory. One of the ways of operationalising the 
framework is game theory. Other theories are also useful. 
But since game theory was so dominant and so rigorous, we 
thought it was essential that we would be working with that. 
And we have done a lot of experiments and other work using 
the framework. So if we go to the internal structure, we can 
think of actors who are assigned to positions and their actions 
that they can take in light of the information they have, the 
level of control they have over outcomes or actions, their 
evaluations of net costs and benefits, and those cumulatively 
lead to potential outcomes, which can then feed back. And so 
this has become for us, when we do research, a structure that 
we can use and start unpacking each of these concepts. 

Since game theory was
so dominant and so rigorous,

we thought it was essential that we 
would be working with that

So when we were part of the National Research Council and 
we learned about all these cases, we thought this would be 
one way to develop a coding form and see if we could get 
any cumulation that comes from the analysis of these cases. 
But we found that even though we had a framework that 
gave us structure, that could be used to analyse fisheries or 
irrigation or forests, that because social scientists were not 
talking with one another, there was no common language. We 
screened over 450 cases, just to code 47 irrigation systems 
and 44 inshore fisheries. In addition, we did pre-screening 
for another five to six hundred cases. For these, we saw no 
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common variables described and didn’t even do a screening 
for. But this meta analysis did enable us to get some very 
good initial information. We found that three-quarters of the 
farmer managed irrigation systems had high performance in 
terms of the crops they grew and their benefit to cost ratio, 
but only 42% of the government irrigation systems had high 
performance. So when some people have been saying that one 
system always succeeds and another always fails, the ‘always’ 
is something you have to be very, very careful of. There are 
different levels of performance, but that doesn’t mean that 
one is always good and one is always bad. 

The meta analysis also enabled us to clarify concepts. And, 
one of the confusions in literature that has been there for 
a very long time and is slowly but surely getting clarified, is 
the term “common property resource”. It’s widely used. It 
confused the concept of ‘property’ with that of a ‘resource’. 
We have been working hard on switching to ‘common pool 
resources’ and ‘common property regimes’. The problem is 
they both have the same initials—CPR—but there is a big 
difference between a property regime and a resource system. 
And we have also been able to work on what is meant by 
property rights. There was a presumption that you did not 
have property rights unless you could sell them—alienation. 
But there were many, many people who were operating with 
the sense that they did have property rights. And their rights 
were verified over time. We were able to develop a scheme 
of access, withdrawal, management, exclusion and alienation 
as five key types of rights. And some people or groups have 
only one or two of them, but that did not mean they had no 
rights. And you could assess, given the kind of system they 
were working on, what kind of rights made a difference. 

information rules affecting who knows what, when, where, 
how, aggregation in terms of how a group might affect a joint 
decision, pay off rules affecting the net benefits and costs, 
and scope rules affecting what outcomes could be affected. 
And this gave us an initial way of classifying the myriad rules, 
so that we can begin to understand the difference. And by 
finding the seven types we could then really get at the variety 
in each kind. But we found that for example, boundary rules 
differed when you dealt with fisheries or irrigation systems 
or forests instead of there being one kind of boundary rule. 
As you start thinking about the attributes of the resources 
you can understand why those who were trying to manage 
them had different boundary rules—they tended to allocate 
what technology could be used, what geographic limits, what 
season. In the literature, frequently the presumption was that 
if they didn’t allocate quantity they didn’t have rules. And 
this is particularly for fisheries, where many fishery systems 
have used technology as their way of making rules over who 
could use what, when and where. The presumption has been 
made that there weren’t any rules related to common pool 
resources, and so the government had to come and make 
them. We could see that the evolution of rules that fitted local 
circumstances was very important even though outsiders did 
not understand these rules. 

So we then started to look at the long-surviving institutions. 
I thought that maybe it might be feasible to find an optimal 
set of rules; I was trained in, a lot, in economics and that leads 
you to want to find the optimal way of doing something. And 
we coded the rules that were recorded as being used. I had 
stacks of case studies on my desk when I had a sabbatical in 
1987. And I struggled trying to find the set of rules. I came as 
close to being defeated and depressed as I have in my career, 
because I couldn’t find the specific rules that accounted for 
success of some of the cases. And finally, after hiking in the 
hills—sometimes going for a hike when you’re struggling with 
ideas is one of the ways to cope—it finally dawned on me that 
there were some uniformities that underlie the successes and 
were absent when systems collapsed. These weren’t specific 
rules but broader principles that characterised the ones that 
had survived for a long time. So I thought there were some 
things that we could get at in terms of broad concepts, which 
I then ended up calling “design principles”.

And now it’s very exciting, there’s a new article just out by Cox, 
Arnold and Villamajor in Ecology and Society. They’ve reviewed 
ninety plus studies from around the world by scholars other 
than folks that were associated with the Workshop, who are 
looking at the applicability of design principles. And they found 
a very good empirical foundation for the design principles—
very strong. But then they clarified that when I first defined 
the boundary rule I mixed up people and resource, and that 
sometimes they would find that because the resource was 
well defined but the people weren’t, there were still problems. 
So by looking at this problem, they divided three of the 
principles up and tried to get at attributes of the people and 
the attributes to the resource both designated. So three of 
the design principles now have have two parts—one focusing 
on the users of a resource and one on the resource itself. They 
are thus now more precise. And I think that gives us a new 
foundation for moving forward. At least now we know that 

The problem is they both have 
the same initials—CPR—but

there is a big difference
between a property regime

and a resource system

We also found an incredible diversity of rules. When you 
actually read the case studies and look at the detail, and keep 
track of what kind of specific rules were enforced, we found 
a substantial variety of rules in use related to common pool 
resources. We went again back to the framework to help us, 
slowly but surely, work out of that morass. And so we asked, 
what part of an action situation does a rule affect? This was 
our way of getting sense of what rules there are. So let us now 
go back again to the notion of an action situation—and what 
I showed you earlier as the inner parts. But we then attached 
to each inner part a potential kind of rule that we were seeing 
out there. So boundary rules affecting actors, choice rules 
affecting what actions they can actually act on and choose, 
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there is a lot of empirical support for the usefulness of the 
design principles. 

We have also done a lot of empirical studies in the lab; I don’t 
think I’ll spend a lot of time on that today. But laboratory 
experiments are very, very important ways to take the kinds 
of variables in an action situation, or the rules around it, and 
precisely formulate them and then create an experiment 
where you could then change one variable at a time. When 
you’re doing field research, you don’t have that luxury. And 
chemistry, biology, etc., have all moved ahead because of 
both field research and laboratory research. So, we created 
an initial situation, where 7 people were making decisions 
about withdrawing assets from a common pool. When there 
was no communication and the participants were absolutely 
anonymous, the participants over-harvested. They over-
harvested dramatically—way beyond the prediction made by 
Nash. So, what is important is that some people think that 
Hardin is useless. And I think it’s important to recognise that 
he pointed out a very important problem. Where he made an 
error was his presumption that the people involved couldn’t 
change their rules and the structure of the situations they 
faced. But, absolutely anonymous, no communication, no 
history, people do over-harvest in a common pool resource. 
On the other hand, when we introduced the capacity to talk 
(and in game theory that’s considered to be ‘cheap talk’ and 
its predicted to make no difference) and it makes an immense 
difference. Simply immense. The participants don’t get all 
the way to solving it perfectly. The difference in reducing 
harvesting rates and moving towards better outcome is 
immensely different. Then if they design their own sanctioning 
system and take their rules that they design for a sanctioning 
system, they can get very close to optimal. And again, one of 
the advantages of experiment is you know what’s optimal. 
And out there, in the field, we frequently don’t know that. So 
while doing the experiments, they backed up what we found 
in the field—that users are not helpless. 

efficiently and get more water to the tail end. One of the real 
problems of water systems is that head enders are very, very 
strongly tempted to take water, and again getting water all 
the way to the tail end is a big problem—so [it] counters the 
argument that people will not self-organise, [but] yes they 
do. 

We have been looking at forests around the world. We 
have colleagues who are here for several days ahead of the 
meeting—every two year meeting—of the International 
Forestry Resources and Institutions research programme. 
This is a research programme and we have a common set of 
research instruments adopted across thirteen countries. We 
measure very carefully, a random sample of plots, getting dbh 
and basal area and other forest measures, as well as getting 
into the community, finding out how people are organising, 
if they have a governance council, who’s on it, how do they 
work, etc. And we have been finding a number of things, but 
I’ll highlight only the major ones to talk about this morning.
 
In the sustainable forests that we have found around 
the world—where forests are either constant or growing 
rather than decreasing—we are finding that that the users 
themselves tend to be active monitors in the level of harvesting 
or how the forest is being used. And it turns out that users 
themselves doing some of the monitoring of forests is a more 

Absolutely anonymous, 
no communication, no history, 

people do over-harvest in a 
common pool resource

Then we have done an immense amount of field research, I 
can’t go into all of that, [but] we have compared 226 irrigation 
systems that are built by farmers with those designed by 
engineers with a lot of external money, and their systems are 
very fancy and very well designed in regard to engineering 
standards. These agency-managed systems work well initially. 
Farmer-managed systems, by many engineering standards, 
are primitive and in terms of construction—no cement, 
no permanent structures in the beginning—but we did 
a statistical analysis that farmers using farmer-managed 
systems were able to grow more crops, run the system more 
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You can think of humans as 
learning and norm-adopting individuals 
who select where they’re going to 

engage or act for some things

important variable than the formal type of governance—like 
government / private / community governance. And there are 
synergies between some of the outcomes. So Arun Agrawal 
and Ashwini Chhatre have published a very important article 
in PNAS looking at “if you want to do carbon sequestration, 
does that mean that you can’t improve livelihoods?”. And they 
are finding some synergy between livelihoods for local people 
and carbon, and finding that larger forests (it turns out) are 
more effective in enhancing both carbon and livelihoods. But, 
in addition, even though they might be large, when the local 
people living in or around a forest have some rule-making 
autonomy and incentives to monitor, forests systems are 
improving. 

Well now, where is collective action theory today? We’ve been 
showing that the theory that we’ve started with in the ‘70s 
is not on target. So, we are now working with a behavioural 
theory of individual choice, where we can think of individuals 
as being boundedly-rational but they have a capacity to learn 
through experience. People sometimes start with heuristics 
and update those over time as they are learning which ways 
of operating are more successful over time. And people learn 
norms. And they potentially value the benefits that others 
receive as well as what they receive. So this is where we can 
start. But then we also find that when people trust others, 
it’s very central to their being cooperative and engaging in 
collective action. Further, trust among participants is affected 
by context. In a recent book, with Amy Poteete and Marco 
Janssen, we discuss the micro situational as well as the 
broader context of social dilemmas as that affects trust and 
cooperation (Working Together: Collective Action, the Commons, 
and Multiple Methods in Practice, 2010, Princeton University 
Press). You can think of humans as learning and norm-
adopting individuals who select where they’re going to engage 
or act for some things. For other things they don’t have the 
capacity to select, they have to be there. The context—both the 
micro and the broader—affect their patterns of relationships. 
If they start an action situation and have some initial levels 
of trust, they can move to higher levels of cooperation that 
increases the benefits, gives feedback, and that can grow. On 
the other hand, there’s feedback, and if the levels of trust begin 
to go down, then the levels of cooperation go down, and then 
benefits go down. So you can have a kind of feedback loop that 
either reinforces cooperation or reinforces defection, and we 
have to start thinking through these micro-situational and 
broader variables very carefully. So, we’ve gone back and done 
a very good analysis of what are some of the things that we’re 
finding from across a large number of experiments and in the 
field. 

When people can communicate, when reputations of others 
are known, when there is high marginal return so that if you 
work hard you get more out, where people can enter or exit and 
have some choice over this, when they can have a longer time 
horizon, when they agree on a sanctioning mechanism—these 
are all factors that tend to enhance the likelihood of people 
finding cooperation solutions. That doesn’t mean you have to 
have them all—but if you have a mixture and combination of 
them, it is much more likely that cooperation will get stronger 
and stronger. Here is one of the future areas of research that 
we need to be cumulating—right now a lot of this is coming 

We’re now working on a social ecological systems framework 
over a long period of time building on the IAD and a paper 
I did in PNAS in 2007 and a Science article in 2009—trying 
to think of what are the factors of a resource system and a 
governance system, etc., that affect who will organise, what 
kind of infrastructure they build, how robust are they to 
external disturbances looking at sustainability of water, 
forests, fisheries. If we take a look at the highest system we 
can be thinking about a resource system and resource units 
embedded in a social, economic and political setting as well 
as the related economics of the ecosystems interacting with 
governance systems and actors. So, here we create that action 
situation that I showed you earlier from an IAD perspective, 
where we can then think about the situations that people are 
facing. But situations of the real world, as opposed to the lab, 
have all of these coming in at them that will affect the micro-
structure and outcomes. So, I won’t bore you with all of this, 
but I just wanted to talk about looking at various levels. It 
helps you with a framework that enables one to unpack those 
concepts, so that you have concepts within concepts. This goes 
back to Herb Simon’s work—and there are many variables 
involved. And part of the problem that we have in doing field 
research is that there are so many variables, but we don’t 
have a common language. And so partly what we are trying 
to do is develop a common language across the ecological and 
the social. And I’m warning you that this next figure makes 
some people very upset, but I’m going to unpack the major 
first level—and this is just the first level of unpacking. And 
for each of the initial systems like the resource system or 
resource units or actors, there are some 8, 9, 10 sub-parts 
and for each of these there are subtypes and sub-subtypes. 
So, we can get down to four levels fairly easily. But we’re 
slowly but surely developing definitions and looking at who’s 
tested what combinations. So, it’s how these things combine 
that affects action situations and the pattern of interactions 
and the outcomes. The interactions like how much are they 
harvesting, what kind of information are they sharing, what 
kind of conflict is there, what kind of lobbying activities, etc. 
and these interact over time to create efficient or inefficient 
systems, equitable systems, accountable, sustainable. These 
are the outcomes which we are all interested in. And, SES 
framework is not something that is going to be useful 
tomorrow, but there are some of our scholars who are starting 
self-consciously to define these nested concepts for forestry, 

out of different studies. And in future if we can be getting 
more studies that ensure we’re measuring all of this, we will 
cumulate still further.
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for pasture, for coastal systems, etc., and giving us a common 
language so we can then be examining specific cases, testing 
the usefulness of the framework, and developing theory 
related to it. The framework is not a theory.

This is a common language that we can use in developing theory 
and testing it. So we can then look at different questions. On 
the slide you’ll notice that there are variables that have stars, 
like number of actors, leadership/entrepreneurship, norms, 
social capital, etc.—they have stars. And in an article in Science 
in 2009, I used those and developed a formal mathematical 
model of self-organisation. We have used the variables in 
the field and to look at empirical results of who actually is 
going to self-organise. So, the first step of being able to solve 
collective action is beginning to do some self-organisation. 
What we need to be thinking about is that resources, that we 
find out there to be in good condition, usually have users that 
have long term interests, who invest in monitoring, and build 
trust. 

And, successful systems are embedded in polycentric systems 
(now that’s a term that has not been in the dominant 
language for analysing resource governance). We need to be 
thinking about how long can somebody look to the future. 
Is it worthwhile? Do I trust the others? Should I put in hard 

work? Should I monitor? So, I hope—and what is very exciting 
is that the number of policy makers who are here—that we’ll 
be able to discuss over the next couple of days the ways that 
some of these theoretical ideas can be operationalised in the 
field. And, if we can be recommending government protected 
areas sometimes, community forests sometimes, complex 
systems sometimes. But we shouldn’t be recommending these 
as the way to solve everything. We need to recognise—just 
like you don’t want to have the way to have breakfast every 
single morning, that you have breakfast exactly the same 
every day! We need to recognise that it’s not just [for] food 
that we need diversity, we need the diversity of institutions. 
Further, we must learn how to deal with complexity. We have 
been rejecting it—we need to learn to understand it, and 
harness it. And of course, I keep coming back, we should stop 
recommending panaceas. 

Let me thank you then for listening. I don’t think we have 
time today for questions, I’ll be glad to take them. And I think 
we are going to have a great meeting, so I am looking forward 
to the panels and all the discussion that we will be having. 
Thank you very much. 

The video recording of the inaugural ceremony can be found at 
http://commons. fes. org. in/?page_id=278

© Foundation for Ecological Security
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I. INTRODUCTION

Professor Ostrom, Dr. Ruth Meinzen-Dick, my old friend 
and colleague Dr. Nitin Desai, Mr. Jagdeesh Rao, ladies and 
gentlemen:

As I suggested to my old friend and colleague Dr. Nitin Desai, 
after listening to this fascinating lecture by Professor Ostrom, 
there are many in this audience who would rather be asking 
questions than listening to me, but nevertheless that doesn’t 
seem to be possible. This, Professor Ostrom, is an example 
of institutional monoculture, all inaugural sessions have to 
follow a certain set pattern; there is no “biodiversity” that is 
allowed here in the inaugural session. I’m sorry we don’t have 
the opportunity to question you on a fascinating lecture that 
has opened up many possibilities for policy interventions.

I am delighted and privileged to be here among so many 
academic scholars from all over the world. It has been one of my 
endeavours in my ministerial positions, this one particularly, 
to bridge the gap between the academic and the ‘real’ world. 
Unfortunately, I have not always been successful because 
academics measure time in terms of years and decades, and 
those of us here in the real world measure it in months. Some 
of us, who work for endangered species, might even look at 
it in days. So, it has been very difficult to involve academics 
on a daily basis. In the last 19 months in this ministry, I have 
made a conscious effort to involve members of academia in 
my work. However, to involve them in the process of decision-
making, policy formulation or policy monitoring is not always 
successful. The case with academics, though not true of 
economists, is when working with three academics, you end 
up with five acrimonious opinions - not always a positive 
result. But, nevertheless, I think this is an opportunity to 
listen and read a most valuable set of academic papers that 
are being presented at this conference. For the next three 
days, many of my colleagues from the state governments, 
state departments and the forest department are going to 
be here and I am sure they will be able to carry forward the 
discussions into the realm of practice.

I had the privilege of listening to a thought provoking talk 
by Professor Ostrom where she focussed on one commons 
– the management of forests based on her case studies from 
the Tadoba-Andhari landscape in Maharashtra and the 
Mahananda landscape in West Bengal.

II. THE ISSUE OF COMMONS: WHAT HAVE I LEARNT?

In my position, one of the big challenges has been to look 
at commons in hierarchy; the global commons: the debate 
on climate change; the regional commons: issues of rivers, 
river management and aquifers; and the local commons: the 
management of forests. I have had to grapple with all three, 
and I have found the writings of Professor Ostrom, of whom 
I was aware even before I became the minister, most fruitful. 
The one phrase that has stuck with me is the need to reject 
‘institutional monoculture’ and follow a ‘polycentric approach’ 
when it comes to dealing with the effects of these commons 

and ensuring that access and equity issues are addressed. I 
was reading a very interesting interview by Mr. Nitin Desai, 
and being an economist, he was asked what the fundamental 
distinction between a commons and a public good is. He 
responded with what we all learn in economics: that in the 
commons area, we have to look at both access and equity 
issues, which is not the case in conventional public goods. 
The real challenge before me has been to reject this concept of 
institutional monoculture when it comes to devising solutions 
for issues that are rooted in access and equity. I would like 
to share with you what I have learned in each of these three 
areas - the global commons, the regional commons and the 
local commons.

GLOBAL COMMONS

Let me start with the global commons issue, the most current 
and contemporary of which is the debate of climate change. 
What I find frustrating about the debate of climate change is 
the complete lack of communication between the negotiators 
and academics. All the interesting work on climate change is 
taking place in the academic world. The negotiators in their 
world of brackets, footnotes, and fine distinctions of shall and 
will and could and should, are completely oblivious to the work 
of Jeffrey Frankel at Harvard, Michael Spence of Stanford, 
Thomas Schelling of University of Maryland or Professor 
Ostrom herself. I think this has been a great tragedy and one 
of my endeavours has been to get the negotiating community 
to look at the body of academic literature in the climate 
change area. Central to a successful negotiation is how we 
address the issue of equity. This issue of course, is central to 
climate change. If you see the Cancun agreement, the phrase 
that we have been successful in incorporating is ‘equitable 
access’. I was not very happy with the traditional phrasing - 
‘equitable access to carbon space’ - because this conjures up 
a right to pollute. I know of friends in Africa and the small 
islands who are very wary of not just the developed world, 
but also of the two big developing countries China and India. 
I wanted to convey the message that this does not indicate an 
unfettered right to pollute, but we take it as a fundamental 
right to a decent quality of life and standard of living, which is 
what governments are supposed to ensure. We have included 
the concept of ‘equitable access to sustainable development’ 
in the Cancun accord, and before Durban next year we will 
have an innovative way of defining equitable access.

One of the problems of the international climate change 
discussions has been the complete absence of any economic 
criteria. As our nation moves up the per capita income ladder, 
the notion of countries taking on greater responsibilities is 
non-existent in the current architecture of climate change. 
One of the great challenges for future climate change is not 
a formula but a set of formulas which will ensure equitable 
access to sustainable development. Without changing the 
‘holy grail’ of the framework, we will not succeed because we 
cannot get an agreement among some 193 countries.

But if, as Dr. Ostrom has mentioned, we are going to have 
a variety of approaches, a diversity of solutions depending 
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on the context, maybe we will be able to succeed and revisit 
the present framework a few years from now. I think the big 
challenge for researchers is to give operational meaning to 
the concept of equitable access to sustainable development. 
First of all we have to define what sustainable development 
is. Dr. Nitin Desai defined it 22 years ago, as the ‘ability 
of a generation to meet its consumption needs without 
endangering the ability of future generation to meet theirs’. 
We must give it an operational meaning and develop a 
framework that ensures equitable access, and takes into 
account population, per capita income and internal issues of 
distribution (because even as India is rightly concerned about 
the equality of access on an international scale, it cannot be 
oblivious to differences of access internally). We are world 
leaders when it comes to talking about international inequality 
but we are hesitant about dealing with domestic inequality. 
The inequality in access to sustainable development within 
India today is a very serious issue that policy makers and 
academics have to come to terms with. So, I would conclude 
by saying that Cancun revived the multilateral process that 
had reached a dead-end in Copenhagen, and brought about a 
certain degree of consensus. One of the biggest obstacles that 
remains is, how to define a global goal and define equity in the 
achievement of this goal, without necessarily endangering the 
growth prospects of developing countries.

REGIONAL COMMONS

River water management is a good example of a regional 
common, not exactly a global common and not exactly a local 
common. Though this applies to global commons as well, the 
existing trade-offs amongst these multiple objectives are 
much starker in the regional commons area. Take a river basin 
for example. Twenty years ago the concept of a minimum 
environmental flow did not exist in our policy discourse. So, 
we planned a series of hydel power, irrigation, and drinking 
water projects, and today we are finding that many of our 
important and ecologically sensitive river systems do not have 
what ecologists are now calling ‘minimum environmental 
flow’. How do we ensure minimum environmental flow 
when we have multiple pressures on the river systems, for 
development of hydel projects and pressure to bring drinking 
water to a larger population ? This is an issue that is becoming 
increasingly important in policy discourse. I have faced severe 
opposition to my decision to stop the hydel projects in the 
upper reaches of the Ganga, in the state of Uttarakhand, 
some of which were at advanced stages of completion. One 
particular hydel project that was 40% complete, where we had 
spent almost Rs. 500 crore, had to be scrapped to conserve 
the minimum environmental flow of the river Bhagirathi 
which has religious, cultural and ecological significance. These 
are the types of conflicts and trade-offs of regional commons, 
of which water is the most critical.

LOCAL COMMONS

Finally, we come to the issue of local commons. Dr. Ostrom 
had alluded to this earlier, this whole issue of how to manage 

our forests. We have always asked what the best way to manage 
our forests is. This is the wrong question that we have asked 
and we often come up with the wrong solutions. The question 
should be - what are the sets of best ways of managing our 
forests? We have over 70 million hectares of forest cover in 
our country, roughly 21% of the geographical area, and for 
the last 30-40 years, the theology of forest planning has been 
that one-third of India should come under forests. But as I 
have asked for the last 19 months, what is the source of this 
theology? I have not yet received a satisfactory answer to this 
basic question. This is why I think the time has come for us to 
make a radical shift in our approach: from the quantity to the 
quality of our forests. With 70 million hectares of forest cover, 
and 40% of it being open, degraded forests, the challenge 
before us is to improve the quality of existing forests, rather 
than to bring one third of India under forest cover. There is 
an increasing recognition of not just the ecological role that 
forests perform, but as our ministry publicised a few months 
ago, roughly 10% of our annual greenhouse gas emission is 
absorbed by our forests. This is a substantial contribution. 
The carbon sequestration potential of Indian forests was 
estimated to be roughly 10% in the mid 1990’s, but as we 
sustain 8-9% growth we will not be able to compensate for the 
loss of forest cover. Our estimate is that by 2020 the annual 
carbon sequestration potential of our Indian forests would 
be between 6-7% of our annual greenhouse gas emissions. 
Even maintaining this level would have a major impact on our 
carbon sequestration levels.

Increasingly, our forests are facing not just ecological obstacles, 
but also social and economic obstacles. Over 200-250 million 
Indians depend on forests for their livelihoods - a fact that is 
often forgotten by the Forest Department, in which I include 
myself. I think the challenge before us in managing Indian 
forests, is to ensure that their ecological value be brought into 
public discussion. Unfortunately over the years our laws have 
not been able to recognise and enshrine the age-old economic 
and social functions our forests perform.

III. GREAT LAWS, BAD IMPLEMENTATION – WHY?

Coming to the question of what is standing in the way of 
implementing the laws we have for managing our common 
pool of resources? It’s a very interesting question and 
coincidentally, in recent weeks, I have been defending myself 
for doing just this - implementing the laws of the land. It is 
quite a bizarre situation where I have become newsworthy 
only because I am implementing the law. In most modern 
countries, this is considered a part of the daily duty of a 
minister, but here a minister implementing the laws of the 
land has become an endangered species that every day I make 
front page news. I have four points to make in this regard. It is 
time for India to recognise, accept, acknowledge and appreciate 
that a 9% rate of economic growth will extract an ecological 
cost. There is a trade-off between a series of ecological and 
economic objectives and our task is to make these trade-offs 
and choices explicit. In most cases, we may be able to have 
both. In fact Al Beruni, 1,000 years ago, defined India and 
Indian culture as very peculiar because when confronted with 
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a choice they will choose both. It’s part of our DNA, part of our 
culture that we can have economic growth as well as protect 
our environment. This is an attractive concept to have.

There is another concept I want to suggest and maybe that is 
why I am becoming increasingly unpopular: there are cases 
when you have to make a choice. Choices must be made by 
our society, system, and parliament. These are tough choices. 
For example, Professor Ostrom showed us that Tadoba-
Andhari Tiger Reserve which is not threatened by cattle or 
local encroachers, is instead at risk from a coal mine that 
needs to be opened up for generating power. This is a choice 
we have to make. Does the Indian political system want to 
protect the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve, (which is not just 
a tiger reserve, but an ecosystem, a large habitat, a biodiverse 
landscape that we call a tiger reserve) or are we going to open 
it up in the name of economic growth? The answer I get from 
my growth colleagues who now consider us to be traitors is 
“some compensatory afforestation will resolve the problem”. 
The flaw in this response is that destroying a natural forest 
that has evolved over centuries cannot be replaced by a 
plantation which is a monoculture. Its ecological value simply 
cannot be compared with a forest with multiple ecological 
benefi ts. That’s an example of a choice that we have to make. 
Increasingly, we have to make these choices. Do we want 
water in our rivers, or do we want tunnels in our rivers? Today 
in many rivers in India you see only tunnels, no water. These 
are not technocratic or scientific choices, but are political 
choices. What I have tried to do is bring environment in the 
mainstream of the political debate of our country. These are 
not issues that scientists or ecologists or civil society activists 
alone should decide. These are issues that the political system 
should decide. Should India introduce genetically modified 
brinjal, since it happens to be the centre of genetic diversity? 
With 3,000 varieties of genes of brinjal present, it is not a 
scientific issue, it is a political issue. The political system needs 
to decide. Choices will have to be made and they will mean 
saying yes in some cases, but also saying no. When you are 
going to stop bauxite mining because it affects the livelihood 
security of tribal communities, you are saying no. That is a 
choice that the society has to make. Now, will it affect the 9% 
growth trajectory? My view is that it will not, but the general 
popular belief is that it will.

DEVELOPMENT DYNAMIC

So the first thing that is standing in the way of implementation 
of laws of our country is the development dynamic. I don’t 
think anybody in his right mind would argue against the 
need to sustain a 9-10% real rate of economic growth. But 
what its ecological implications are is something we need to 
understand better. Twenty years ago, people like Dr. Nitin 
Desai pointed out that the economic growth of the 1980’s was 
not fiscally sustainable. I would suggest, that 20 years later, 
a similar question needs to be asked whether this growth is 
ecologically sustainable. And how do we manage this tradeoff 
in cases where there is a direct conflict between growth and 
conservation objectives? We can reconcile to the maximum 
extent possible, but when it is not possible, how do society 

and society’s democratic institutions deal with it?

INSTITUTIONAL MONOCULTURE

My second point is the institutional monoculture that is 
standing in the way of implementing laws. On one hand we 
have a mindset that says only the state can be a sustainable 
and effective guardian of common pool resources. And then of 
course we have well-meaning, well-qualified, very aggressive, 
vocal civil society activists, many of whom are present in 
the audience today, who believe that the state is the enemy 
of sustainable management and only “the communities” can 
manage these resources. I think the time has come for us to 
allow for a multiplicity of institutional models, and to allow 
for different ways of managing common pool resources. 

Just two days ago, I released a new set of laws for managing 
our coastal areas. We have 7,500 km of coast land and we 
have one law, one institutional model for managing them. 
We have introduced the new law which recognises that Goa, 
Sunderbans, Chilika, Lakshadweep, Andamans, the one and 
only island city of Mumbai, and the backwaters of Kerala 
are all unique ecosystems. The Coastal Zone Notification has 
niches, and windows that allow for a diversity of situations. 
One of the reasons we are ineffective in implementing the 
laws is because our laws are predicated on institutional 
monoculture. We do not allow for regional variation. India is 
a land of enormous ecological diversity, and we still insist on 
the primacy of the state. Or sometimes we sing the virtues of 
self-governance or empowerment as a substitute for effective 
good governance of the state.

I think Professor Ostrom’s insights on institutional 
monoculture are very important. We need to have another look 
at our legal regime and the basis on which these legal regimes 
rest. As the Minister of Environment and Forests, I am sorry 
to say that the Indian Forest Act of 1927 is predicated on 
the assumption that people who depend on forests for their 
daily sustenance are criminals. That is the unwritten premise. 
We have not challenged the intellectual edifice and to do so 
requires changing a whole system and recognising that it is 
very important to have the local community developing an 
‘economic stake’, and I emphasise the phrase ‘economic stake’, 
in the assets that they are being asked to protect regionally. 
The very premise of many of our laws, the institutional 
premise of our laws and the procedural premise needs to be 
rerouted quite substantially and significantly.

SPLIT RESPONSIBILITY

The third problem we have in implementing the laws is 
split responsibility. All our laws are federal and all of the 
management and implementation is at the stake of the 
local level. So when people ask me in parliament, ‘what are 
you doing about air pollution?’ I respond that it is state 
government responsibility. Somebody asked me, ‘what are you 
doing about forests?’ Again I respond, it is state government 
responsibility. 
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The real issue is 
the laws: the Forest 
Conservation Act, the 
Forest Rights Act and 
the Environment 
Protection Act are all 
national laws, as also the 
Water Pollution Act and the 
Air Pollution Act. But the 
responsibility for the 
implementation of the law lies 
at the provincial and local levels. 
As a country, we have not devised a 
set of incentives that will stimulate 
responsible environmental governance 
at sub-national levels. These split 
responsibilities are something that we 
need to come to grip with. In our federal 
system of resource sharing, we have been 
able to bring some changes about.

From April this year, you will be happy to 
know, the sharing of resources from the central 
government to the provincial government will have 
a 2.5% weight for environmental parameters. So states 
that manage the environment better will receive an 
incentive of greater resources from the Planning 
Commission. And as part of the transfer of resources, 
we have introduced a large grant of 5,000 crore rupees—
for the sustainable management of forests, visible forest 
cover and the ability to demonstrable innovations in forest 
management. So we are making a small start, but I believe 

this split responsibility is in some ways a deterrent. 
We have recently reviewed the functioning of the 
Forest Rights Act which deals with community 
property rights and the flaw that we have 
found is that while we have effectively 
addressed individual rights, we have 
not recognised forest rights of the 
community. One reason is the 
separation between passing 
a national law and its 
implementation.

MINDSET

Finally the biggest constraint in 
implementing the laws for 
managing the common pool of 
resources is the mindsets of 
those involved in managing 
these resources. We need 
to have a completely 

© Foundation for Ecological Security
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managed by institutions and regulations can be managed only 
by regulators. The notion of a market friendly instrument to 
implement a regulation is still quite an anathema to many of 
us. I think it is important for us to let go of these old mindsets 
because the fact is the management of common pool resources 
does require regulations. The question is do the regulations 
require regulators? We need to draw a distinction between 
the need to have regulations and the assumption that this 
requires an army of regulators who eventually are not part of 
the solution.

IV. CONCLUSION

I apologise for I have taken a large part of your time this 
evening; I debated whether to have a prepared text, but having 
a prepared text makes it appear that I am very scholarly, 
which I am not. I am not an academic scholar, but as I said 
right at the beginning, I am a bit of an intellectual scavenger. 
I read a lot of material and literature and try to extract from 
them lessons that are useful for policy. I think the insights 
that Professor Ostrom has shared with us will enable us to 
meet the management of our common pool of resources in an 
effective manner which will meet the objectives of efficiency 
and equity. I look forward to a continued association with the 
large community of scholars present here. I would be more 
than delighted to involve you in the running of my ministry 
with one caveat: please give me an output in a matter of 
months and not take 5 or 6 years to provide the first draft of 
your study!

Thank you very much.

To view the video recording of the inaugural function, please visit 
the commons blog http://commons.fes.org.in

A transcript of this talk can be found at http://moef.nic.in/
downloads/public-information/Managing%20the%20commons.
pdf

new approach. Let me give you an example: the way the United 
States managed the environmental problem of acid rain in 
the mid 1980’s was a market-based approach. Now Esther 
Duflo and Michael Greenstone from MIT have prepared a 
paper for market-based system for managing air pollution in 
India, which is available on our website. The release of this 
paper was marked by a huge outcry from civil society activists 
and academics in our country who thought I was introducing 
market-based principles for environmental management—
they feel that environmental management can only be 
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Dear friends, distinguished delegates, I am deeply honoured 
to have the opportunity to address this conference of 
International Association for the Study of the Commons. 
The last time I attended a conference of this Association was 
in August 2004 in Oaxaca. I went to Oaxaca as a member of 
PRISMA, the Salvadoran Research Centre on Environment 
and Development. More than five years later I come here as the 
Minister of the Environment of El Salvador, and I am keenly 
aware that in my official capacity the decisions I make or fail 
to make can and actually do in many cases, affect people’s lives 
for better or for worse. And since many decisions affect vested 
interests, I am keenly aware of the clock ticking away. And just 
as Minister Ramesh said last night, I also have a strong sense 
of urgency. 

I have been the Minister of the Environment from El Salvador 
for 19 months and ten days out of a maximum of 60 months. 
That’s almost a third for the current administration that took 
office on June the 1st, 2009, after 20 years of the same party 
in government. Naturally, the expectations of change were 
and are still high, and the change I promised was to finally, 
seriously address our environmental problems. I argued that 
these problems have reached such gravity that they can no 
longer go unattended. They obviously fuel social conflict, 
threaten human health and the lives of the most vulnerable 
and poor. What it is not so obvious is that environmental 
problems generate such risk that they also threaten and 
strangle our economy and its possibilities for development. 
Thus, when we decided at the very beginning of our tenure to 
put risk reduction as the top priority for the Ministry of the 
Environment in El Salvador, we were simply facing the facts. 

For a ministry that simply had followed the money, and had 
previously focused in the green agenda heavily influenced 
by the traditional conservation paradigm, this was a shift 
of seismic proportions. We argued, however, that it did not 
make sense to devote great efforts trying to maintain small 
green islands within a highly degraded and toxic environment. 
That degradation needed to be tackled head-on to safeguard 
human health and life, but also to recuperate natural assets 
that are so crucial for the local communities and the national 
economy at large. Framing environmental policy foremost as 
a risk reduction policy helps in the discussion of the inevitable 
tradeoffs and the bold choices before us. In that attempt I am 
trying to apply my own learning and especially the learning 
of others such as the knowledge community that is meeting 
here today. In that regard, perhaps the most important lesson 
from my previous work is that concepts and definitions we 
use do matter, because they frame implicitly or explicitly, any 
concrete work we do as practitioners, in the field, or as policy 
makers. I am keenly aware that concepts with their associated 
definitions, frameworks and rules are not politically neutral. 
Instead, as we are all aware, they reflect the interests, relative 
power and learning of actors involved. 

Thus, I thought it could be useful in this setting to talk 
about how I have used new concepts and definitions—new 
to the Ministry that is because many of these concepts you 
have developed for a long time—to reframe policy and the 
intervention strategies of the Ministry of the Environment. 
I’ll give you some examples.

When I arrived at the 
Ministry of the Environment of 

El Salvador, the term “ecosystem 
services” was hardly used.
The term still in vogue was 
“environmental services”

When I arrived at the Ministry of the Environment of El 
Salvador, the term “ecosystem services” was hardly used. The 
term still in vogue was “environmental services”. So from the 
very beginning I argued that we had to change the language. 
That it was critical that we use the term “ecosystem services” 
but as defined by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 
because, there are other definitions. Gretchen Daily, for 
instance, in her book “Nature’s Services” defines ecosystem 
services as those benefits provided by NATURAL Ecosystems. 
And the cover of her book reflects that idea of an idyllic 
landscape. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, on the 
other hand, defines ecosystem services as those “benefits 
provided by ecosystems”. No qualifications intended. And to 
stress the point the photograph that we have in the cover of 
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment synthesis report is of 
a highly modified landscape. Obviously behind those images 
there is a lot more than meets the eye, there is an idea intended, 
there are things that we want to be stress that we would like 
to see. Thus, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment does not 
prejudge. It recognises that all ecosystems—both natural and 
human-modified—provide critical ecosystem services for 
human well-being. Cultivated landscapes or agro-ecosystems, 
urban ecosystems are also critical ecosystems for human 
well-being. And human life would not be possible in our time 
without agro-ecosystems, without urban ecosystems. 

I also find that the breaking away from the distinction 
between goods and services is also very useful when discussing 
trade-offs and when trying to address the management of 
ecosystems from an integrated perspective. Goods that come 
from ecosystems such as food, timber, fibres, genetic resources, 
biochemicals and freshwater are considered “Provisioning 
Services” under the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
conceptual framework. Ecosystems also provide “Regulating 
Services” such the regulation of air quality, climate, erosion, 
natural hazards, pest and disease, as well as water purification 
and pollination. “Cultural Services” provided by ecosystems 
are vital in all societies. Spiritual, religious, educational and 
aesthetic values, as well as a sense of place and recreation are 
services provided by many ecosystems.

At our Ministry of the Environment we are using the term 
“ecosystem services” as defined by the Millennium Assessment 
to begin to change a perverse practice of compensation for 
ecosystem change that was being used in large scale private 
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and public investment projects. For instance, the developers, 
deforesting an area were allowed to compensate that impact 
by simply planting a number of trees in other areas that could 
be far away. We have argued in favour of local compensation 
because if ecosystem services are the benefits provided by 
ecosystems, some of those benefits accrue to specific people 
and communities that relate locally to those ecosystems. 
Therefore it does not make sense to carry out compensation 
elsewhere. Thus, in the new guidelines for public consultation in 
projects that require permits from the Ministry, the definition 
of ecosystems services from the Millennium Assessment is 
the official definition. Developers have those guidelines and 
they know the public consultations will be done under that 
framework. Recognising that ecosystem change is inevitable 
and often times necessary to provide other ecosystem services 
that meet critical human needs, the conversation changes to 
how that change needs to be undertaken to minimise impacts, 
and corporate responsibility acquires a new meaning well 
beyond traditional green-washing. Some projects are simply 
stopped, and we have cases—particularly public investment 
projects, that the government has stopped because of these 
considerations. 

Highlighting human modified ecosystems also allows us to 
stress the importance of valuing human agency in ecosystem 
management. That is a reason why in the cover of PRISMA’s 
synthesis report titled “Compensation for Ecosystem Services 
and Rural Communities: Lessons from the Americas”, we 
included a photograph of a highly modified landscape. The 
terraced landscape that you see in that photograph is a 
complex ecosystem in the Cuzco province near Pisaq where 
six Quechua communities have come together to reintroduce 
native varieties of potatoes that had been lost under the 
push of the green revolution. The leaders of these Quechua 
communities signed a formal agreement in Quechua and 
Spanish with International Centre for the Potato in Lima—
one of the CGIAR centres—for the “repatriation” of native 
varieties of potato. When I visited these communities back 
in 2003, they were cultivating more than 250 varieties of 
potato in what they had named the “Potato Park”. Different 
varieties of potato require different ecological conditions 
and the different levels and soil conditions of the terraces 
provide the necessary conditions to maintain the critical 
ecosystem service of guaranteeing that genetic stock. This is 
an ecosystem service that is critical for food security. If not 
the Irish can tell us of what happens when you have a single 
variety of a crop. Actually, PRISMA presented the findings 
included in that report in Oaxaca and the title of the report 
reflects the conceptual shifts that were made under this 
research and dialog project that was originally titled “Payment 
for Environmental Services in the Americas”. 

I must say that I was not aware of the serious weaknesses 
of traditional Payment for Environmental Services (PES) 
framework back in 1999, when I was one of the coordinators 
of this project that was carried out in collaboration with 
organizations in Brazil, Mexico, Costa Rica and El Salvador. 
In addition, we commissioned a special case study of an 
experience in the State of New York. At the beginning of this 
project, PRISMA still believed PES could be a useful tool to 

As you surely have confirmed in the field, given that poor 
rural communities depend heavily on the resource base, their 
management decisions seek first and foremost to guarantee 
their self-provisioning of food, water, fuel and spiritual well 
being. Therefore, most communities welcome support to 
strengthen their rights to the resource base, to improve 
their practices, and to strengthen the local institutions that 
guarantee self-provisioning. Rural communities also tend 
to welcome support to gain better entry into markets so as 
to increase their income from their existing practices and 
closely related activities in agriculture, agro-forestry, forestry, 
non-timber products, rural tourism and handicrafts. Thus, 
technical assistance, marketing support, infrastructure to 
reach markets, certification services may be important to 
them. Finally, building on the improved practices for self-
provisioning and income generation, it might make sense 
for rural communities to explore territorial management 
schemes, the adoption of practices and the compensation 
for ecosystem services of regional/global interest such as 
water quality, water regulation and carbon sequestration. We 
argued that a failure to place the relationships at this level 
within the context of the earlier two levels—self provisioning 
and income generation—can make the entire effort unviable, 
and what is more important can actually become a threat for 
the welfare of rural communities, as may be currently the 
case on some REDD (Reduced emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation) initiatives, that after Cancún will 
obviously will get a much greater push. 

The framework that PRISMA proposed for the “Compensation 
for Ecosystem Services” turned out to be much more complex 

When I visited these communities 
back in 2003, they were cultivating 
more than 250 varieties of potato

in what they had named
the “Potato Park”

obtain recognition and resources for peasants and indigenous 
communities for their role as stewards of the resource base. 
However, as we began to explore how the PES concept played 
out, or was pushed and taken up in different national and 
local contexts we were forced to make several conceptual 
shifts, including the use of new terms and definitions that I 
still find relevant in my new role as a policy maker. Thus, we 
abandoned the term “environmental services” in favour of the 
term “ecosystem services” and the term “payment” in favour 
of the term “compensation”. We also came to realise that any 
compensation scheme for ecosystem services that sought to 
promote the provision of ecosystem services of global interest 
only made sense for rural communities when it was embedded 
in their existing practices for self-provisioning and income 
generation. 
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I have decided my ministry will plunge 
into the REDD arena but to explore a 
new paradigm, a new mechanism of 
REDD based in adaptation, or what 
I have termed “adaptation-based 

mitigation”

that the traditional “Payment for Environmental Services” 
framework. It stressed the critical issue of expanding rights, 
a landscape perspective that values human action, and the 
need to strengthen organisational capacities, as well as nested 
institutional arrangements that allows us to work at multiple 
levels all the way from the local to the global. With the increased 
threat from climate change, we badly need frameworks such 
as these to inform our climate change adaptation plans. After 
Cancún, we need to look critically at REDD initiatives. That is 
why, after being hesitant for some time, I have decided that 
my Ministry will plunge into the REDD arena, but to explore a 
new paradigm, a new mechanism of REDD based in adaptation, 
or what I have termed “adaptation-based mitigation”. 

And the reason is simple. For us, climate change is a current 
problem. It is not something that will come in 2020, 2050, 
2100. Actually, just five months after the new government 
took office in El Salvador, the first disaster struck. On 
November 7, 2009, while hurricane Ida was entering the Gulf 
of Mexico, and insignificant low pressure that was stationed 
in the Pacific along the coast of El Salvador, suddenly entered 
the territory. And in about five hours in a concentrated area 
we got as much rain as we normally got during the wettest 
month of the year: 355 mm of rain. Of course many landslides 
occurred, more than two hundred people died in those few 
hours and economic losses were in the hundreds of millions 
of dollars. 

reached 2540 mm, or 40% above the average for the seventies. 
If this is not climate change, I don’t know what that would be. 
And perhaps one of the advances we had in the past two years 
is this increasing recognition that climate change is indeed 
already a severe problem and that puts the adaptation agenda 
at the top. 

We talk a lot, and we negotiate a lot, and we fight a lot about 
mitigation, and mitigation options, and the numbers, and all 
the rest. In the meantime, the adaptation agenda has been 
short-changed. And we need to change that. Needless to say 
that the climatic events we have gone through in El Salvador 
became a watershed for us, not only because they validated 
the strategic vision we had put forth before these events 
happened, but more significantly, because they triggered 
changes in the approach of the whole government and the 
public investment strategy. They also opened a larger political 
space for a serious consideration of environmental issues.

As I have been saying, our climate has already been seriously 
altered and, as a result, an increasing number of developing 
countries reveal themselves as highly vulnerable. Like my own 
country, they suffer costs that are growing every year, erasing 
in many cases at a single stroke, any gains achieved in terms 
of development. For these countries adaptation to climate 
change is not sometime to be undertaken to face a threat 
far in the future. Instead is an urgent task to face a present 
threat that will only worsen as the years go by, even if global 
emissions of greenhouse gases were to be reduced significantly 
over the next decades. The problem is not only related to slow 
onset events (e.g., sea level rise, increasing temperatures, 
ocean acidification, glacial retreat, salinisation, land and 
forest degradation, loss of biodiversity and desertification), 
but more immediately to the increased frequency of extreme 
weather events that we are witnessing all over the world. 
Climate change has thus become a growing source of social, 
economic and political instability in developing countries and 
the biggest threat to our common future as humanity.

Thus, the challenge we face is anything but huge. On the one 
hand, we need to undertake major adaptation efforts for the 
change that has already occurred and continues to worsen. 
On the other hand, major reductions of greenhouse gases 
emissions need to be achieved if we are to avoid tipping points 
that may render our adaptation efforts simply irrelevant. Thus, 
finding ways to deal with the human-induced changes in this 
global common—the Earth’s atmosphere—is our single most 
challenging task at this time in history.

That is why I read with such great interest, Professor Ostrom’s 
piece for the 2010 World Bank Development Report and I 
encourage you, Professor Ostrom to also look to adaptation. 
That paper basically talked about mitigation, and how a 
polycentric approach could allow work at multiple levels. We 
also need to work at multiple levels for adaptation. And I will 
be follow the products of this community how we can apply 
the learning in our own case. And please, we do need your 
help, and we need your help over the next few days, weeks and 
months. So please rush. Thank you very much and thank you 
for your patience.

So that brought home the message that climate change is 
already a problem. It is currently agreed that one of the effects 
of climate change is these extreme events of concentrated and 
intense rainfall that are happening everywhere. The climate 
patterns are changing. In Cancún the delegation from the 
Philippines told us that they expected around 15 cyclones in a 
period when they were supposed to be in the dry season. And 
almost every delegation of developing countries has stories 
about have they are currently being deeply affected by climate 
change. 

In May of 2010, at the beginning of the rainy season, the first 
tropical storm of the 2010 hurricane season—Tropical Storm 
Agatha—struck both Guatemala and El Salvador. Agatha 
set a record in terms of daily rainfall registered anywhere in 
El Salvador: 483 mm. Last year, total rainfall in El Salvador 
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Giving a presidential address to the International Association 
for the Study of the Commons in India, where I grew up and 
where I did my first studies on the commons, on tank irrigation 
in Tamil Nadu. I think I am also the only IASC President to give 
two presidential addresses since my predecessor Owen Lynch 
was not able to attend the last conference in Cheltenham. 
So when preparing for today, I look back to what I had said 
then. I didn’t want to repeat too much. But I was kind of 
surprised that the conclusion was that I may be dreaming, 
but I would like to see that when we meet again in two years, 
the widespread connotation of the commons is not a tragic 
relic of the past but a vibrant hope for our shared future. And 
furthermore, that as an association and as individuals, we will 
have contributed to making this happen.

Little did I realise then how far we might have come by this 
conference. Let me cite just a few examples of this and then I 
am going to focus on an analysis of how as an association and 
as individuals, we achieve impacts. First of all, the awarding of 
the 2009 Nobel Prize in economic sciences to Elinor Ostrom 
for her work in governing the commons has been perhaps 
the biggest step toward gaining recognition. Her work on the 
importance of the commons and on studies of the commons 
has now drawn much greater attention. Continuing on 
chronologically, and this is just a sampling of things, in 2009 
Kyrgyzstan enacted a new pasture law which moved away 
from the heavy but ineffective government regulation to 
decentralise pasture management with local governments and 
pasture user associations. IASC members who had attended 
our Cheltenham conference played a role in fostering this 
change, and you can learn more about that at this conference 
as well. To give you a sampling of different things, in November 
of last year some of us attended a meeting on the commons 
in Berlin that brought together many activists and those who 
work on especially urban, digital and global and other kind of 
what we think of as new commons, talking about commons as 
a social movement using new technologies to connect people 
at a global scale.

Last week in Delhi I was privileged to accompany Elinor 
Ostrom and Dr. Amrita Patel, Chair of the FES Board, to 
meet the Prime Minister of India and be part of discussions 
with various government officials on how to strengthen 
the commons in India, including through the twelfth five 
year plan. Last night, you heard from the Indian Minister 
for Environment and in a minute you will be able to hear 
firsthand from Herman Rosa, Minister of Environment for El 
Salvador, on how they are working to address local, national 
and global commons issues; translating ideas into practice. 
Now, I work in a development policy research institute and 
we are increasingly being asked to demonstrate our impact 
as a way of justifying the resources that go toward our work. 
What the people who are asking for this seem to want is to 
hear that our research recommended a specific policy change 
which was adopted by some government and implemented 
and it increased incomes by x amount. I have trouble with 
doing this in my own work because I don’t think there is such 
a linear pathway from research through policies to impact. 
But it is even harder to determine the impact of a network 
organisation like IASC. How do we assess the impact of the 
association as apart from the members? As I was thinking 

about this—and it’s something I’ve been thinking a lot about 
in IASC over the past couple of years—two terms come 
to mind: plurality and partnerships. I would suggest that 
the impact of the IASC is not apart from its members, but 
it’s through bringing together diverse sets of people so that 
collectively we can do what none of us can do individually. 

The first type of plurality is discipline. One common thread 
of IASC meetings is that you find a lot of people, including 
myself, who are not comfortable within the limits of their own 
discipline that they were trained in or that may be on their 
certificates. They’ve realised that to solve problems you have 
to reach across to other disciplines, and this is a place where 
you can make those connections. The second plurality is type 
of commons. Comparing forests and fisheries can provide 
insights on both. As a researcher working on water in South 
Asia, I was really surprised at the first conference I attended 
on how studies of pastoralism in Africa could help me see 
things in a new light and give me insights on my own work. 
About five years, ago the IASC, which was then International 
Association for Study of Common Property, changed our 
name, dropping the “property” to expand out beyond natural 
resources to include the so called new commons; digital and 
electromagnetic, urban commons, for example. But also, 
some were actually very old artistic traditions. Some people 
have been very concerned that dropping our emphasis on 
common property natural resources would make us lose our 
focus on what matters to the poor and for the environment. 
But I think that this brings in exciting new opportunities 
for learning about not only structural issues but also the 
role of values and motivations; new types of motivations for 
action on the commons that goes beyond narrowly defined 
economic benefits. A third type of plurality comes from the 
international character of our organisation—sixty nine 
countries represented here at this meeting alone. But there 
are other international interdisciplinary organisations. 

The first type of plurality 
is discipline.

The second plurality 
is type of commons.

A third type of plurality 
comes from the international 
character of our organisation.

What makes IASC unique in terms of being able to achieve 
impact is the fourth type of plurality: we have a balance 
between scholars, practitioners of many different types. 
Let me talk briefly about the contributions of each of these 
different types. And in thinking about this I wasn’t even sure, 
I don’t think any of us neatly classify as one or another of 
these. But it is sometimes helpful to think about this.
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