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At Work With Common Property
World Bank & Resources

The World Bank's activities inherently have great
impact on natural resources, resource-management
systems, and the environment. Some outcomes of
these activities have earned the Bank severe criticism.
In response, the Bank has initiated a number of
measures, including creation of a new environmental
unit and placing greater emphasis on social sciences
other than economics. Member Scott Guggenheim, a
Bank staff member reports on one of these initiatives.

"The World Bank recently inaugurated a series of
sociological roundtables on "Agriculture and Natural
Resource Management: Sociological Dimensions."
Organized by the office of the Sociology Adviser in the
Agriculture and Rural Development Department and
the Bank's Training Division, the roundtable series
provides a forum for scholars who have written or
contributed to important recent books on
development issues to present their main research
findings relevant to Bank activities directly to World
Bank specialists. The series facilitates staff access to
state-of-the-art sociological knowledge outside the
economic and technical mainstream to encourage its
adoption in the Bank's development program.

The first book selected for this roundtable series
was Common Property Resource Management,
edited by D. Bromley, E. Ostrom, and P. Peters
(Washington D.C., National Academy Press, 1986).
The session was held in the World Bank's Washington
headquarters. Attendance was excellent, with more
than seventy staff, representing all of the Bank's
geographic regions, registering for the seminar.

The roundtable was chaired by Mr. Michael
Cernea, the Bank's Sociology Adviser. Opening the
roundtable, Mr. V. Rajagopalan, World Bank Vice

President for Sector Policy and Research,
emphasized the strong interest taken by the World
Bank in new approaches to natural resource
management. The Bank has a growing interest in
incorporating new sociological concepts into Bank
policies and projects and needs more dialogue with
social sciences.

The volume's editors made brief presentations of
the main development issues raised by the book.
John Cleave, project adviser for Asia, and Katharine
Marshall, a Latin American region division chief,
commented on the presentations before the floor was
opened to a general discussion.

Daniel Bromley summarized the case against the
"tragedy of the commons" model used to explain
common property resource degradation: it confuses
common property with open access. By now there is
sufficient documentation to show that common
property management systems work effectively in a
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good number of cases, when certain conditions are
met. The real issue is how, how well, and in what
contexts different property systems function to
manage resources.

Pauline Peters followed by underscoring some of
the changes in World Bank project design that would
be needed to carry out projects based on common
property management. These include more
decentralized management, greater staff time
assigned to supervision, and more sociological
analysis of local production systems.

Elinor Ostrom used her model of the conditions
that are likely to produce common property systems
to show what organizational features make them
work. Analyzing existing common property systems
would be a useful beginning for including them in
World Bank projects in ways that wouldn't overload
their institutional capabilities.

John Cleave raised two questions: first, what
specific actions would prevent the notorious tendency
of common property systems to crumble under
endogenous and exogenous pressures; and second,
given Bromley's distinction between common
property and open access systems, it is important to
note that most natural resources are under open
access systems. Are there really ways to introduce
common property systems into these areas where
they were not previously known? Katherine Marshall
concentrated on the policy issues that affect common
property, such as taxes, credit availability, pricing and
so on. She felt that Bank lending would more
effectively support common property systems by
concentrating on this level rather than getting involved
in projects.

The lively debate following the presentations
showed the common property systems are of
considerably more than academic interest. A
particularly interesting point was raised about the
distinction between common and corporate property;
the latter term points immediately to the importance of
understanding variability in the social relations
governing resource access.

The roundtable series will continue with sessions
planned for this year on land tenure systems and
environmental degradation (Lands at Risk, ed. by M.
Horowitz and P. Little, Boulder, Colorado: Westview
Press 1987), and irrigation water management based
on farmers' organizations (Improving International
Irrigation Management with Farmer Participation, by
N. Uphoff, 1986)."

The Common Property
Research Network

The Common Property Resource Digest is the
primary communication medium of the Common
Property Resource Network. Funded with grants
from the Ford Foundation, the General Service
Foundation, and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund,
the CPR Network seeks to disseminate information
dealing with common property resources, their
management, and policies related to their use. It
also seeks to foster communication between
professionals who work with common property
resources; whether as policymakers,
administrators, researchers, or educators. The
ultimate goal of the network is to improve the
conservation and wise use of these resources, and
to improve the wellbeing of those people who
depend on common property for their livelihood.
Membership in the network is open to any
individual or institution having an active
professional interest in common property
resources. At present, there is no charge for
membership.

The Common Property Resource Digest is
published and the CPR Network is administered by
the Center for Natural Resource Policy and
Management of the University of Minnesota.
Facilities are provided by the Department of
Agricultural and Applied Economics. The Board
on Science and Technology for International
Development, an arm of the National Academy of
Science of the United States, actively collaborates
in network activities. Dr. C. Ford Runge is the
project director and Edward D. Lotterman is the
network administrator and Digest editor.

Functioning of the network depends on active
participation by its members. Members are asked
to report on their professional activities, as well as
publications, conferences, and other items of
interest. News items, announcements,
publications for review, suggestions, and questions
should be sent to the Digest editor at the following
address:

Common Property Resource Digest
332e C.O.B.
1994 Buford Avenue
St. Paul MN 55108 U.S.A.
Tel: (612)625-7019


