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Introduction

This is an era when many long-standing institutions are 
under severe strain – the fundamental structure of the economy, 
the functionality of globalization vis-a-vis production, trade, 
and immigration, notions of citizenship, racial relations, and 
environmental management are among these. Substantial 
progress seemed to have been made about environmental 
management since the 1960s. Yet the issues of the present – e.g. 
climate change, freshwater shortages, radically changing weather 
patterns, coastal zone fragility, more frequent wildfires, among 
others – raise questions about the continued relevancy of the 1960s 
environmental management model. And the tension between 
environmental management and economic development (‘getting 
the economy going again’) lead some to suggest that sustainability 
is a luxury that cannot be indulged. Central to this discussion is 
the question of what form of environmental and natural resource 
ownership is appropriate for long-term sustainability.

Discussion

Since humans organized into societies, they have developed 
structures to own natural resources [1]. In pre-modern times these 
ownership forms were often tribal, commons-based, communal, 
and-or royal property. As modern times evolved, private and 
then public property came to the fore. Private property is an old 
idea [2]. But it, like other old ideas – democracy and a market 
economy – fully came into its own only with the so-called Age of 
Discovery (the Age of Exploration) [3]. As Europeans began to 
‘discover’ the world, they undertook to possess its many natural 
resources, initially in the name of royalty. But over the century’s 
ideas emerged about the rights of citizens – in governance, and  

 
within a market economy. The work of John Locke, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and Adam Smith in the 17th and 18th centuries laid out 
a new vision of the individual where s/he had rights, including  
the right to own and control property [4]. And in so doing, the 
individual working for their own self-interest would in turn serve 
the greater social interest.

Locke and Rousseau’s political visions had impact on the 
American and French revolutions of the late 1700s. In the French 
Declaration of the Rights of Man in 1789, and the American Bill 
of (Human) Rights, addended to the U.S. Constitution in 1791, 
powerful statements were offered about the importance – the 
sanctity – of private property for the integrity of the new political 
regime. (Right 17 of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man 
states: Property being an inviolable and sacred right, no one may 
be deprived of it except when public necessity, certified by law, 
obviously requires it, and on the condition of a just compensation 
in advance.). Thus, accelerated a multi-century process where 
private property came to dominate other forms of property in 
the West, and the West sought to replace non private forms of 
property globally. And for many (though not all) the trend seemed 
a reasonable trade off. Economic progress ensued, and for many 
(though not all) standards of living improved [5]. 

But the modern environmental movement brought the 
process to a screeching halt. By the late 20th century air pollution, 
water pollution, species extinction, soil erosion, deforestation, 
desertification, and a panoply of other environmental problems 
were ever present and of ever growing concern to an ever wider 
community of citizens in both the developed and developing 
worlds. Why were they occurring? 
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According to some, for the same reason that progress has 
continued apace for the preceding centuries – the widespread 
existence of private property. In 1968 Garret Hardin published 
what has become the most read article in environmental 
management: The Tragedy of the Commons [6]. While ostensibly 
written about commons resources – the atmosphere, oceans, 
fisheries – its central point became one applied to almost all 
environmental problems: individual user-owners (including 
corporations and governments) pursued their own self-interest to 
the exclusion of the interest of others and the society and ecology 
at large. The result was a tragedy – a crisis in sustainability for 
the resource. This was as true for commons resources – e.g. 
the atmosphere – as it was for privately owned resources, e.g. 
farmland at the urban fringe. Environmentalists took from this a 
pointed critique of private property. It was because owners laid 
claim to and controlled natural resources and sought to benefit 
from them – often responding to ‘rational’ signals from the market 
– that all sorts of environmental problems arose and endured [7]. 

In embracing Hardin, modern environmentalists opened the 
search for an alternative. Environmental advocates have argued for 
extending property rights to nature, revising the bundle of rights 
to include a ‘green stick’, and revising the core property concept so 
that it includes not only rights, but (social) responsibilities, among 
some of the proposals [8-12]. 

But this conclusion – that private property is the source of 
environmental problems, and that ownership needs to change 
for sustainability to be realized – quickly became socially 
contested. Hardin himself argued for a privatization as a strategy 
for sustainability. Ostrom, winner of the 2009 Nobel Prize in 
Economics, showed that Hardin’s core idea (i.e. that common 
property always resulted in a tragedy) might not be as universal as 
he and others believed, and that common property could be quite 
sustainable [13]. And another group of scholars argued that in 
fact private ownership of property was not at all the problem, but 
rather the solution for sustainability. According to their analyses, 
markets, and robust property rights properly structured were a 
far better solution than state-based regulation, or re-structured 
property rights bundles [14,15]. 

Which perspective is correct? The answer is not clear. There 
are a range of proposals – some radical, some moderate, some 
status quo – all of which can be convincingly argued. Yet private 
property has been subject to widespread critiques for well over 
a century. Beginning in the latter part of the 19th century and 
continuing through the 20th century ecologists have been deeply 
bothered by what happens to landscapes and resources when an 
owner is primarily concerned with their own benefit [16,17]. 

Conclusion

This period of history begs for new ideas about sustainability. 
One of these ideas must be a critical examination of the form 
ownership should take for sustainable environmental management 
[18]. At other times in human history other forms of ownership 

seemed to have fit with sustainability. But circumstances always 
changed – the macro-ecology, production practices, urbanization, 
density, are some examples – and what worked for one period no 
longer worked. The social and legal institution of property must 
adapt. The one that has been common in the West for several 
hundred years was functional in an era of abundant natural 
resources, a largely rural population, and broad-scale economic 
growth. We need the courage to envision new property forms 
for new ecological, public health, spatial, social, and economic 
conditions [19].
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