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Fish Scales:  The Atlantic Fisheries and the Tragedy of the Commons


In 1968 Garrett Hardin wrote the Tragedy of the Commons, an essay which looked at how resources which are not regulated, “the commons,” can be exploited through human greed, nay human reason, to the point where the commons is no longer.
 Through this tragedy, the common benefit is exploited for the benefit of one at the expense of all others. Yet almost four decades later, we still have not been able to come to terms with the regulations and limitations which Hardin suggested would solve, or at least help this problem.
  We still have think that resources are infinite, or at least deny the ultimate truth that some will run out in our lifetime. Ecological economics attempts to recognize this problem and tackle it by both recognizing and regulating through the concept of scale. 


One area in which scale has actually been recognized as a factor for regulation is in the commercial fishing industry.  The fishing industry gives us an important example of how scale plays an important role in regulating an easily deplete-able, yet renewable natural resource. The most important concept which allows the fishing industry to have a chance at creating a sustainable economy is the absence of property rights.  This principle, that the oceans are still within the commons or the public good, allows the oceans to be used as an ecological economic paradigm. In this paradigm many of the principles of ecological economics can be achieved: human regulation of scale, consilience of scientific study and development within sustainable means.


The absence of ocean property rights allows for a certain amount of government regulation of scale to be accepted. This is an odd phenomenon especially with Western obsession with ownership of property.  It seems almost a mistake, someone forgot to divide up the ocean into parcels to be sold off at a local auction. This idea of a common and free sea was codified in the 1982 U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea, when the General Assembly declared the sea “the common heritage of mankind.”
  This phrase sounds suspiciously like the commons in Hardin’s Tragedy and suspiciously, has the same fate. The principle however, is one that may have saved the sea from such a fate. The absence of such “rights” in any country or individual has allowed for treaties, conventions and agreements as a means of regulation.  This fits into Hardin’s model of “mutual coercion mutually agreed upon.”
   The entire concept of individual private property ownership by individuals or nations has conveniently not entered the debate over the high seas, absent jurisdictional rights.

Even within national jurisdictions, the same principle has applied with regards to individual property rights.  Because no one person owns any area of the sea or fish in it, this allows for a great deal of regulation over the fisheries. Fish populations, absent human interference, are regulated ecologically to scale by the laws of nature. It is the human beings that must be regulated and thus contained by the concept of scale. Unfortunately nature did not give us her gift of self-regulation; we seem to have been given the opportunity to overcome that problem by ourselves. The regulation of fisheries, the successful regulation I should say, shows how that process can work. The most successful way to regulate the scale of the fisheries has been to use both a limited entry system as well as regulating the actual harvest of the fisheries.
  This cap on the scale of the fleet as well as the harvest is an example of where humans have successfully regulated themselves within the bounds of nature and thus sustained an economically viable commercial industry. 


We seem to have this idea as Americans that oil and money simply flow continuously out of the ground or bank somewhere far away.  When a well dries up, we can simply move to the next well or use technology to extract more oil. The fisheries give us a cut and dry example of how that is simply not the case.  While we do not believe that oil and money flow in any sort of order, the fisheries have shown us that denial and procrastination do not alleviate the problem.  The collapse of the fisheries, such as the North Atlantic Cod industry has brought the need for consilience and sustainability to our front door.
  This crisis has illustrated where the principles of ecological economics may play a major role is saving this industry. The integration of many studies and sciences and the recognized need for sustainability helps us implement this concept of scale in the fishing industry.   We learn from the fisheries that the edges of the commons are much closer and attainable than we ever thought. The fisheries, their populations, and their exhaustion can be seen right out our back door.
  

 We are thus given the opportunity to created an entire economic system around the fisheries which require us to work within the confines of scale. We have replaced the idea of maximum economic yield
 with maximum sustainable yield and developed the concept and implementation of an ecosystem approach for sustainable harvest.
   These ecological economic principles have a place to flourish in the fishing industry because we have seen with our own eyes the effects of an infinite growth economy. Without regulation the market is able to completely consume an entire natural resource. Due to the collapses we have seen in the past, some fisheries have implemented regulation on a sustainable and manageable scale.  

This regulatory scheme is only possible because of the lack of property rights over the ocean. There is a world view that the ocean is entrusted for the public good and this view will allowed the resource to be managed in an ecologically and economically sustainable way. If we can to import the principle of natural resources as publicly owned into other areas of our economy, we may be able to begin the transition to a steady state economy.  What if it was possible for the public to regain or hold the natural resources and lease them out to the production area of the economy?  This is the system of permits used in certain fishing industries.  What if oil, trees, water, minerals were all owned by the public and the public thus governed their use? This is the way to implement the sustainable economic system has proved possible in fisheries in other areas of the economy. 
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