
LEARNING FROM LESS DEVELOPED COUNTRIES
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT VIA INSTITUTIONS 
FOR COLLECTIVE ACTION

TINE DE MOOR (T.DEMOOR@UU.NL)

RESEARCH INSTITUTE FOR HISTORY AND CULTURE

UTRECHT UNIVERSITY



SOME SIMILARITIES BETWEEN 
PAST & PRESENT

• Many developing countries todayMany developing countries todayMany developing countries todayMany developing countries today

• Have a large majority of the population still highly 
dependent on (natural) resource management (farmers, 
fishers etc.)

• Do not have a strong, well-functioning state

• Face weakening family ties due to migration

• Late Medieval/Early Modern Europe: Late Medieval/Early Modern Europe: Late Medieval/Early Modern Europe: Late Medieval/Early Modern Europe: 

• Large majority population dependent on farming and 
fishing

• Very fragmented European state

• Increasing market-development but still unreliable

• Weakening family ties due to new marriage pattern
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DIFFERENCES IN 

• Historical Europe:Historical Europe:Historical Europe:Historical Europe:

• Bottom-up formation of institutions for collective 
action since late ME 

• Top-down dissolution since late 18th century

• Currently: collective resource management 
disappeared from collective memory 

• LDCs: LDCs: LDCs: LDCs: 

• Potential for collective resource management still 
available, often well established, but threathened by 
both market and state

• Interesting solutions to local resource provision and 
management



WHAT ARE INSTITUTIONS FOR 
COLLECTIVE ACTION?

• Within Within Within Within both economic and nonboth economic and nonboth economic and nonboth economic and non----economic sphereseconomic sphereseconomic sphereseconomic spheres

• «««« articifial familiesarticifial familiesarticifial familiesarticifial families »: formation of durable alliances not »: formation of durable alliances not »: formation of durable alliances not »: formation of durable alliances not 
(primarily) based on kinship but on other common (primarily) based on kinship but on other common (primarily) based on kinship but on other common (primarily) based on kinship but on other common 
characteristics, such as occupationcharacteristics, such as occupationcharacteristics, such as occupationcharacteristics, such as occupation

• Formed from below/bottomFormed from below/bottomFormed from below/bottomFormed from below/bottom----upupupup

• SelfSelfSelfSelf----governing/autonomousgoverning/autonomousgoverning/autonomousgoverning/autonomous

• SelfSelfSelfSelf----enforced enforced enforced enforced exclusionexclusionexclusionexclusion

• Minimal recognition from local governmentsMinimal recognition from local governmentsMinimal recognition from local governmentsMinimal recognition from local governments



WHAT ARE THE ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL ADVANTAGES OF ICAS?

• Economies of scaleEconomies of scaleEconomies of scaleEconomies of scale

• Collective bargaining position towards authoritiesCollective bargaining position towards authoritiesCollective bargaining position towards authoritiesCollective bargaining position towards authorities

• Sharing risks and resourcesSharing risks and resourcesSharing risks and resourcesSharing risks and resources

• Lower search and information costsLower search and information costsLower search and information costsLower search and information costs

• internal agreement on the price of the goods 

• collective meetings with compulsory attendance

• Reduced transaction Reduced transaction Reduced transaction Reduced transaction costs: costs: costs: costs: reciprocity can be transferred over 
generations

• Policing Policing Policing Policing and enforcement: and enforcement: and enforcement: and enforcement: 

• prevention of freeriding via social control



FROM SOCIAL DILEMMA TO INSTITUTION
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DIFFERENT FORMS

• CommonsCommonsCommonsCommons
• GuildsGuildsGuildsGuilds

• WaterboardsWaterboardsWaterboardsWaterboards

• Common irrigation systemsCommon irrigation systemsCommon irrigation systemsCommon irrigation systems

• CooperativesCooperativesCooperativesCooperatives

• ….….….….



MARKE RAALTERWOOLD (OVERRIJSEL, 
NETHERLANDS), (BEFORE) 1445 – 1859

Markenboek 1615 (incl. copies of earlier regulations) Markenboek 1615 (incl. copies of earlier regulations) Markenboek 1615 (incl. copies of earlier regulations) Markenboek 1615 (incl. copies of earlier regulations) ---- 1859185918591859



ESKDALE COMMONS (CUMBRIA, ENGLAND)
MIDDLE AGES - C. 1859

Common rights: pasture, peat Common rights: pasture, peat Common rights: pasture, peat Common rights: pasture, peat 
and turves, brackenand turves, brackenand turves, brackenand turves, bracken



GEMENE AND LOWEIDEN (NEAR BRUGES, 
BELGIUM): 14TH CENTURY-TODAY

Common rights: mainly Common rights: mainly Common rights: mainly Common rights: mainly 
pasturelandpasturelandpasturelandpastureland



RESILIENCE THROUGH 
INSTITUTIONAL DIVERSITY AND 
ADAPTABILITY

• Right institution for right problem: noRight institution for right problem: noRight institution for right problem: noRight institution for right problem: no----oneoneoneone----sizesizesizesize----fitsfitsfitsfits----allallallall

• LongLongLongLong----term survival as indicator of sustainability of institutional term survival as indicator of sustainability of institutional term survival as indicator of sustainability of institutional term survival as indicator of sustainability of institutional 
framework: framework: framework: framework: 

• How do institutions react to external shocks?

• What kind regulation is effective and efficient? 

• How do rules affect eachother within the same institution? When 
are they complementary? 

-> need for an “institutional toolbox” that includes long-term 
dynamics

Ostrom (et al.):

• IAD-framework (institutional analysis development)

• Grammar of institutions (“Understanding institutional diversity” 
(2005)

Two examples of effective regulation:Two examples of effective regulation:Two examples of effective regulation:Two examples of effective regulation:

1. Monitoring & sanctioning1. Monitoring & sanctioning1. Monitoring & sanctioning1. Monitoring & sanctioning

2. “Anti2. “Anti2. “Anti2. “Anti----commercialisation” rulescommercialisation” rulescommercialisation” rulescommercialisation” rules



1. SELF-GOVERNANCE: 
MONITORING AND SANCTIONING

• Commoners setCommoners setCommoners setCommoners set----up their own regulation and restricted their up their own regulation and restricted their up their own regulation and restricted their up their own regulation and restricted their 
own behaviour:own behaviour:own behaviour:own behaviour:

• Right to vote in meetings (linked to household)

• Obligation to attend meetings

• Election of representatives

• Rotation of responsibilities

• Management tools Management tools Management tools Management tools 

• Provision of monitors and systems of sanctions for 
malefactors

• often graduated fines: 3 strikes and you’re out

• Enforcement of collective exploitation 

• Increasing regulation of grazing on the commons
• Limiting of commercial activity 

• Limits on the amount of each resource to be appropriated



2. DEALING WITH THE MARKET: 
RULES AGAINST OVER-USE DUE TO 
COMMERCIALISATION

1.1.1.1. Limitation of the number of cattle in relation to the capacity Limitation of the number of cattle in relation to the capacity Limitation of the number of cattle in relation to the capacity Limitation of the number of cattle in relation to the capacity 
of resource: of resource: of resource: of resource: 

1. Cattle had to be in possession of user during previous winter
2. Grazing of cattle bought before grazing period was restricted
3. Grazing cattle of non-entitled users was forbidden
4. Linkage of the number of cattle to surface of arable in private 

property

2.2.2.2. Selling products from the common was forbidden (outside Selling products from the common was forbidden (outside Selling products from the common was forbidden (outside Selling products from the common was forbidden (outside 
the village)the village)the village)the village)

3.3.3.3. Use of common limited to own Use of common limited to own Use of common limited to own Use of common limited to own needsneedsneedsneeds



WHAT MAKES A COMMON 
SUCCESSFUL: IMPORTANT 
ASPECTS OF OSTROM’S VIEW

• Importance of resilience: long-term survival of institutions 
(reduces costs) 

-> long-term historical research is essential to 
understand institutions

• stress on self-governance: bottom-up formation and 
management
-> Recognition of capability of local communities to avoid 
tragedies and solve dilemmas in a cost-effective way

BUT: common management is no guarantee for success: good 
institution building and participation is required

More examples? 
-See International Association for the Study of the Commons
(www.iascp.org)
-M. De Moor et al., The management of common land in North-Western 
Europe, 1500-1850, 2002, Brepols



DESIGNING 
COMMONS AS 
RESILIENT ICAS: 
OSTROM’S DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES
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LEARNING FROM RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT IN LDCS?

• Institutions for collective action are “closest” to problems Institutions for collective action are “closest” to problems Institutions for collective action are “closest” to problems Institutions for collective action are “closest” to problems 
of resource management but extrapolation of model to of resource management but extrapolation of model to of resource management but extrapolation of model to of resource management but extrapolation of model to 
large scale resource management is possiblelarge scale resource management is possiblelarge scale resource management is possiblelarge scale resource management is possible

• Identify methods and techniques to setIdentify methods and techniques to setIdentify methods and techniques to setIdentify methods and techniques to set----up resilient up resilient up resilient up resilient 
institutions for collective institutions for collective institutions for collective institutions for collective action action action action ----> institutional tool> institutional tool> institutional tool> institutional tool----boxboxboxbox

• Revive and recognise our own rich history in common Revive and recognise our own rich history in common Revive and recognise our own rich history in common Revive and recognise our own rich history in common 
pool resource managementpool resource managementpool resource managementpool resource management



SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITIES ON 
COMMONS





NWO: NWO: NWO: NWO: Data Infrastructures for the Study of Data Infrastructures for the Study of Data Infrastructures for the Study of Data Infrastructures for the Study of 
Guilds and Other Forms of Collective Guilds and Other Forms of Collective Guilds and Other Forms of Collective Guilds and Other Forms of Collective Action Action Action Action 
((((2007200720072007----2011)2011)2011)2011)

ERC: ERC: ERC: ERC: “United We Stand”. The Dynamics and “United We Stand”. The Dynamics and “United We Stand”. The Dynamics and “United We Stand”. The Dynamics and 
Consequences of Institutions for Collective Consequences of Institutions for Collective Consequences of Institutions for Collective Consequences of Institutions for Collective 
Action in PreAction in PreAction in PreAction in Pre----Industrial Industrial Industrial Industrial Europe‘ (2010Europe‘ (2010Europe‘ (2010Europe‘ (2010----2014)2014)2014)2014)

----> More on these projects? > More on these projects? > More on these projects? > More on these projects? 

See: http://www.collective-action.info/projects-2



Traditionally, economic theory has by and large 
been a theory of markets or, more precisely, 
about market prices. However, there are at 
least two reasons why economic science should 
extend beyond price theory. First, markets do markets do markets do markets do 
not function properly unless suitable contracts not function properly unless suitable contracts not function properly unless suitable contracts not function properly unless suitable contracts 
can be formulated and enforcedcan be formulated and enforcedcan be formulated and enforcedcan be formulated and enforced. Hence, we 
need to understand the institutions institutions institutions institutions that 
support markets. Second, considerable considerable considerable considerable 
economic activity takes place outside of economic activity takes place outside of economic activity takes place outside of economic activity takes place outside of 
markets markets markets markets – within households, firms, 
associations, agencies, and other 
organizations. Hence, we need theories to 
explain why these entities exist and how they why these entities exist and how they why these entities exist and how they why these entities exist and how they 
work. work. work. work. 

(Introduction to Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences 2009)


