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Management of the Global Commons: 

Regional Ecological Communities as Agents 

 

From the analysis of a wide variety of case studies, Ostrom (1990, 2005) has developed a set of criteria 
by which commonly owned resources can be effectively managed: 1) Clearly defined boundaries; 2) 
Congruence between local conditions and rules; 3) Adaptability of collective choice arrangements; 4) 
Appropriate monitoring; 5) Graduated sanctions; 6) Mechanisms for conflict resolution; 7) Recognized 
rights to organize by local users; 8) Nested enterprises of governance layers 

These conditions help to assure the success of management of the commons, defined as common pool 
resources which are subtractable but non-excludable. 

The global economic system in the 21st century is “governed” by markets (Mazower; Blyth; Abdelal; 
Pistor), which places priority on all governments to generate financial returns and economic growth.  
Any country which wishes to maintain access to global capital markets must abide by certain rules.  
These rules may put at risk local governance autonomy or indigenous practices (Rodrik). 

Building on earlier work, this paper proposes instead a global governance mechanism which explicitly 
prioritizes ecological restoration and human development.  A set of regional ecological communities 
would be empowered to manage biogeochemical cycles at the local level, while coordinated with global 
monitors of earth’s temperatures, ocean currents, species habitats, and CO2 concentrations.  Rather 
than prioritize economic growth in financial terms, to allow access to credit, this management protocol 
would prioritize allocation of credit based on ecological indicators of viable climates for the long term 
future, as well as human capabilities (Sen; Nussbaum).. 

Rather than a public/private divide, or state/market dichotomy, all governance indicators would be 
focused on the earth’s ecological systems as a whole, and each regional community’s role in that 
system.  Explicit goals would be based on qualitative indicators, not financial profits.  Credit would be 
based on ecological resilience and human capacities, the more reliable foundation for the future. 
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I.  Introduction 

The management of the commons is challenging, due to the combination of subtractable resources and 
the lack of capacity for the limitation of access to withdrawal of those resources.  This intermediate case 
between pure public goods and individual private property has challenged resource management 
schemes, and has given rise to the famous debate between Elinor Ostrom and Garrett Hardin. 

 

Major Dimensions Excludable NonExcludable 

Subtractable Private 

Ex. Apple pie   

      

Common Pool 

Ex. Fishing 

Non-Subtractable Toll Good 

Ex. Bridge 

Public 

Ex. Defense 

 

According to Ostrom, these cases are examples of “common pool” resources, not open access with no 
rules at all. 

II. Ostrom’s conditions for management of the commons 
 
In contrast to Hardin, Ostrom has conducted research which demonstrates that management of the 
commons is possible, not an inevitable “tragedy” of exhaustion of resources. 
 

A. Ostrom’s conditions 

From the analysis of a wide variety of case studies, Ostrom (1990, 2005) has developed a set of criteria 
by which commonly owned resources can be effectively managed: 1) Clearly defined boundaries; 2) 
Congruence between local conditions and rules; 3) Adaptability of collective choice arrangements; 4) 
Appropriate monitoring; 5) Graduated sanctions; 6) Mechanisms for conflict resolution; 7) Recognized 
rights to organize by local users; 8) Nested enterprises of governance layers. 

 

B. Debate with Hardin 
 
Ostrom argues that the “tragedy of the commons” is not inevitable, especially for resources that are 
crucial for maintenance and support of the community.  Other scholars of property have contributed to 
this debate and to the ideas that make management of the commons feasible (Rose; Purdy; Heller and 
Salzman).  Often narratives of values and meaning are influential guides to behavior (Hulme). 
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C. Monetary Disciplines  

The focus of this paper is the way in which property rights, competition, and financial imperatives can 
drive the system towards “infinite growth” rather than remain within the confines of earth’s limits 
(Raworth; Harvey).  Included in a long-term institutional development with such an outcome is the 
sacralization of property (Piketty), and the legal codes of capital (Pistor). 

Davis 2015, 2017 2020, 2022 

D. Narratives 

Narratives of race, gender, nationalisms tend to naturalize and sacralize hierarchy (Hulme; Shiller; 
Poovey; Folbre 2020; Polanyi 1944; Anderson; Taylor; Short 2007), and to support the market system of 
property rights. 

E. Finance and the State 

Finance and the state are mutually constituted historically (NWW on 1688; Brewer; Tilly; Lowenstein 
2022; Levy; Sonenscher), often in the context of war.  Sylla’s review of the regime of money historically 
provide an overview of the institutional arrangements.  The use of government debt as the safe asset for 
which provides backing for fiat currency, is the most recent regime (Sylla 2010).  An independent central 
bank can regulate the expansion of money to remain in line with the pace of economic growth, in his 
view. Yet there is the danger of a “doom loop” (Farhi and Tirole 2018) if government debt becomes 
unstable due to political risk, or due to faltering economic growth relative to competition.    

F. Criteria for “Capital” 

In Pistor’s recent review of the definition of “capital,” it includes legal coding of convertibility, 
universality, transferability, and priority, which are reinforced by the authority of the state.  But in fact 
the value of money is rendered by motion in the financial and other linked markets, as shown by the 
common textbook diagram of the “circular flow” of money and commodities, and Harvey’s diagrams 
(Harvey 2018, 6, 151) of “value in motion.”  That is, money is “performative” (MacKensie; Murphy), and 
does not retain its value if there is a “sudden stop.”  In fact, the interruption of continuous trade is a sign 
of crisis, when confidence and trust in one’s counterparty are not sufficient to allow for ongoing 
exchange (Gorton).  Crucial information that the market provides is the price of a commodity in the 
current instant, on which one can base expectations of future prices.  This information is not available if 
the market “stops.” 

Financial markets have developed when there are continuous trades of a specific commodities, as well 
as currencies.  Part of the reliability of financial markets is their tendency to expand, to include more 
items and circuits, so as to allow for diversification of risk (Sylla; Beckert; Bodenhorn; Tracy; Neal).  Over 
time the number of financial assets (Brine and Poovey) and the speed of turnover has increased 
(MacKenzie). 

III. Global financial system with dollar as key currency 

The globalization of finance, especially since the 1980s, can reduce the local power of collectives, 
imposing a discipline of conformity to the profit expectations of global investors, or risk loss of access to 
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global credit markets.  For emerging market countries with less developed financial systems, and need 
for credit, these constrictors can be very important. This finance imperative then reduces the autonomy 
and recognition of local communes (Ostrom).  Rodrik and others have recognized the constraints placed 
on domestic policy from participation in global financial circuits (Rodrik 2000, 2020). 

There has been a long-standing critique of global institutions, such as the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Trade Organization, Washington Consensus, neoliberalism, as well as regional trade 
agreements as empowering multinational corporations from advanced countries relative to less 
developed countries (Stiglitz; Slobodian; Brown; Schmelzer 2020).  These so-called “emerging market 
countries” (EMCs) are sovereign nations, after the end of formal colonial ties in the 1960s, but still suffer 
with regard to access to credit and bargaining power.  The fragmentation of global production into 
supply chains further reduces the bargaining power of the country, relative to the Special Economic 
Zone which allow free trade and investment, such as SEZs in China and Maquiladora in Mexico 
(Gallagher and Zarsky 2007; Feenstra 1998). 

IV. Case study: Mexico, liberalization, and suppression of collective ownership 

The long-term history of Mexico can provide insights into the formation of global power structures 
which continue to inhibit the autonomy of former colonies, enforced by the structures of global finance 
in the twenty-first century.  Such a history is important because, as Polanyi (1944) points out, laissez 
faire is constructed by the state. 

A. Civilizations Prior to European Conquest 

Mexico was the site of an ancient civilization, the Aztecs, and multiple indigenous peoples (Shawcross 
2021, 8-9). 

Seven hundred years prior to colonization by Europeans, Central America was the location of an 
organization of communal land, with each Altepetl as a city-state (Schumacher, et.al. 2019).   These 
small communes were pueblos, with some local autonomy over land use (Annino 2007).  Spanish 
colonization was characterized by larger land holdings, such as haciendas.  

Armed fronterizos, settling the land in the North of Mexico beginning in 1596, and defending against 
Indians, gangs, and other threats, to form collective communities, similar to phenomena noted by Karl 
Marx (Mora-Torres 2001, 14-51). 

There is evidence that a form of capitalism emerged in South Central Mexico in the 17th century, 
stimulated by silver mining, and trade with China and Europe (Tutino 2011; Liu 2020). 

B. Process of Independence 

After the collapse of the Spanish Empire, the Cadiz Constitution of 1812 was applied, which recognized 
indigenous communities (Annino 2007).  Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821 
(Grandin2019, 84; Schumacher 2019), formalized in its Constitutions of 1824.  Its Northern border with 
the US was formed (Mora-Torres 2001) after the Mexican American war of 1846-1848 and shifting 
borders; with the treaty in 1848.  The US states of Arizona, New Mexico, California, Nevada, western 
Colorado, Utah, and south western Wyoming, five hundred thousand square miles were acquired from 
war and Gadsden purchase (Grandin 2019, 88-93) 
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An invasion of Mexico by France in 1863 presented another challenge (Shawcross 2021, 59-85), with US 
financial support to Mexico and increase in US financing of Mexican government debt (Hart 2002, 9-17, 
44). 

C. Foreign Direct Investment and Resistance  

After the US Civil War, US multinational banks and corporations invested in Mexico bonds (Hart 2002, 9-
17), seeking opportunities for profitable investments and aiding the Mexican resistance to the French 
invasion. 

The history of US military intervention and multinational corporate expansion in the nineteenth century 
(Grandin 2006) continued, to wrest Latin American away from European colonial powers. 

Pressured by American financial interests, there were land reforms to support privatization.  Social 
unrest in resistance to these measures led to support for indigenous land practices (Hart 2002, 55-58).  
There was an overthrow of democratically elected Lerdo and support for military strongman Diaz by US 
in 1875 (Hart 2002, 58-69, 502). 

The leader Emilio Zapata organized for protection of communal lands against foreign powers in 1911 
with Plan de Ayala (Hart 2002, 273-278; Schumacher 2019;  Womack 1969) 

Mexican Revolution ended with the “world’s first social-democratic constitution” (Grandin 2019, 101; 
Grandin 2006, 28-33).  Article 27 of the Constitution of 1917 protected ejido as collective land tenure, 
and allowed  for land distribution (Womack 1969). 

D. Post-Colonial Development Patterns 

There was a shift from Import Substitution Industrialization to Export Oriented Industrialization in the 

1970s in Mexico, along with other developing countries.  In addition, Mexico had the unique resource of 

the development of oil (Lustig 1998).   There was an over reliance on foreign direct investment to 

stimulate growth without adequate growth policies to stimulate domestic producers (Gallagher and 

Zarsky 2007).  The market-oriented neoliberal thought collective was also established in Mexico (Ortiz 

2019), along with the establishment of “modern” institutions such as the “liberal creed”: property rights, 

money, and markets, and trade with the US (Grandin 2006; Polanyi 1944). 

Export processing zones were established along the northern border with the US, to import materials, 

process them, and reexport to the US with favorable tariffs (Maquiladora).  Later there was a  similar 

“enclave economy” (Gallagher and Zarsky 2007) with information technology firms developing 

geographic clusters, without extensive linkages with the rest of the Mexican economy. 

With the opening of global capital flows  after 1980, there was an appreciation of the peso. 

Long term impact of NAFTA (Hart 2002, 481-483, 500-5006) including ecological impact, loss of 

independent farmers trying to compete with US grain imports, and increasing migration to the US. 
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The newly independent emerging market countries attempted to organize a New International 

Economic Organization (Mazower 2012) of post-colonial countries in the UN, which was opposed by the 

US. 

E. Debt Crises 

Individual countries are also affected by global financial cycles.  For example, there has been an 

increasing frequency of financial crises since the end of the Bretton Woods agreement in the 1970s 

(Gallagher and Gao 2021; Little and Olivei 1999). 

With deregulation, US banks were allowed to make loans to foreign countries (Foroohar 2016, 50-51; 

Prins 2014, 331-332).  This was followed by debt crisis in the 1980s among emerging market countries 

(Prins 2014, 370-376), the resolution of which required complex negotiations among the borrowers, 

lenders, countries of the lenders, and the IMF (Truman 2021).  In such circumstances the financial 

implications for the lenders’ financial stability were as important as the welfare and continued growth of 

the borrowing countries.  In the case of Mexico, austerity measures were partly responsible for the 

withdrawal of Mexican federal support for local ejidatarios.   

In additional steps towards liberalization, in 1989, Mexico reformed its 1973 law to allow 100% foreign 

ownership and further modified its technology transfer requirements.  It also adopted the intellectual 

property regulations formulated by the WTO (Gallagher and Zarsky 2007, 49-51).  Between 1985 – 2005, 

foreign direct investment in Mexico increased, but may have also crowded out domestic investment 

(Gallagher and Zarsky 2007, 54-62). 

Zapatistas rebellion in Chiapas in 1994 in response to Constitutional reform of Article 27 (Rabasa 2010, 

47-61; Hart 2002, 451-453), leading to outflow of capital and decline in the peso.  US benefits (Hart 

2002, 459-480); US military assistance to quell Chiapas rebellion (Hart 2002, 487-492). 

After the repeal of Article 27, there was mapping of local land parcels to allow for privatization 

(Parramond 2008, 358-359).   

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was passed in 1990s, resulting in some success with 

attracting FDI from IT firms, building on impact of domestic ISI policies in earlier decades.   

When China joined the World Trade Organization in 2000, there was competition with Mexico for FDI 

(Schwartzman 2021; Gallagher and Zarsky 2007). 
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Mexico Constitution change in 2013 to allow for private foreign direct investment in the energy industry, 

along with the state-owned oil company, PEMEX and state-owned power company CFE. 

NAFTA was renegotiated and the successor USMCA was implemented in July 1, 2020. 

In a recent challenge to national sovereignty, US and Canada dispute Mexico’s support of its state-

owned energy companies, relative to private foreign investors, in violation of provisions of the USMCA 

trade agreement (Hayashi and Montes 2022; Agren 2022). 

F. Immiseration 

Urbanization, gated communities, loss of arable land (Schumacher, et.al. 2019) 

Increase in poverty and inequality (Lustig 1998; Ortiz 2019); reprimarization of Latin America (Cooney) 

Failed state: drug lords and emigration; remittances. 

G. Global Financial System 

In summary, the Mexico case study shows a strong resilience for community-based collective forms of 
property, over millennia.  Yet this particular country has been influenced by global empires, the 
emergence of capitalism, as well as an expanding imperial neighbor, compromising the strength and 
effectiveness of local governance regimes.    

More recently, the Mexico case study seems to suggest that global corporations, unregulated capital 
flows, and property rights defined to favor the multinationals can overcome domestic political 
commitments to collective ownership.  This global financial system has the capacity to discipline 
national governments who wish to access global credit markets, to meet the conditions for growth in 
money terms.  As Rodrik (2000) suggests, there is a “democratic trilemma,” which constrains domestic 
autonomy with global financial participation (Aizenman and Ito 2020; Schmelzer 2020, 203-204). 

 

V. Expanding Analysis of Ostrom’s Conditions 

A long term analysis of specific country cases can provide insights into actual opportunities for 
sustainable development and local autonomy.  Ostrom’s conditions need to be placed in a wider context 
of global systems analysis (Arrighi; Wallerstein; Harvey), and the financial constraints which are placed 
on individual countries.  That is, an analysis of the “commons” needs to be placed in the context of the 
globe-spanning capitalist system, and the political economy conflicts which help influence its evolution.  
The scale and scope of the “management of the commons” needs to take into account the earth’s 
ecosystems as a commons, a “public good” far beyond the reach of local or national economic systems. 

A. Global Capital Flows and National sovereignty 
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Global financial system can overwhelm domestic policies, as MNCs are empowered with intellectual 
property rights and IMF restructuring.  The Asian model provides an exception (Gallagher and Zarsky 
2007). 

B. Alternatives 

Regulated capital flows could widen the constraints on individual countries, along with global 
environmental and labor regulations; and minimum taxes on corporations (Yellen) 

There could be a priority place on financial support for global economic development, including loans 
and grants (Gallagher and Kozul-Wright) from the IMF and World Bank. 

At present, financial credit is based on the nation state, with its economic growth and tax revenue.  In 
fact, policies to improve sustainability are more relevant than fiscal decisions to maintain the actual 
productivity of the economy, given the threats of climate change.  There is a network for the “greening” 
of financial institutions, which recognizes the issue.  National policies have not kept up with these 
insights, to date.    

Another alternative is a global model of eco-socialism; with empowered regional ecological communities 
(Davis 2022), with a priority of human development and ecological restoration over profit.  That is, 
preservation of the commons can conflict with property rights, and an adequate resolution will require a 
clear priority focus on preservation and human development, rather than local compromises in specific 
locations. 
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