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The Commons in an Age of Uncertainty: Decol-
onizing Nature, Economy, and Society, by
Franklin Obeng-Odoom (University of Toronto
Press, Toronto, pp. 264, 2021)

Debates about property rights and the role of
the commons have a long history. Franklin
Obeng-Odoom provides a summary of this history
and the current status of the debate as a basis for
‘rethinking the commons’. He categorises the
debate into two camps: (i) Conventional Wisdom,
which assumes that private property naturally
arises over time to enclose and privatise the
commons, and which he connects with Garret
Hardin’s ‘The tragedy of the commons’ (Hardin,
1968); and (ii) the Western Left Consensus, based
on Nobel laureate Elinore Ostorm’s work on
sustainable commons management (Ostrom,
1990, 2008). He then presents what he calls a
Radical Alternative, centred on the ‘commoning’
of land.

However, Obeng-Odoom misinterprets both
Hardin and Ostrom, or at least attributes to them
things they never intended. Hardin’s solution to
the tragedy was either private ownership of the
commons or state control. He was not a strong
advocate for either. But what Hardin was really
describing was the tragedy of open access com-
mons, not ones with community ownership rights
and shared management (Feeny et al., 1990).
Ostrom clearly demonstrated that there is a third
way. She documented numerous cases of sustain-
able commons management across a range of
cultural and economic contexts. Resources owned
in common can be effectively managed through
collective institutions that assure cooperative
compliance with established rules and agree-
ments. She articulated eight core design princi-
ples as guidelines for effective and sustainable
commons management, including clearly defined
boundaries, collective choice arrangements, and
group monitoring and sanctions (Atkins et al.,
2019).

Obeng-Odoom correctly faults Conventional
Wisdom for an overemphasis on privatisation as
the solution to open access. But his Radical
Alternative is exactly what the Ostrom approach
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to commons management would support and
endorse. He recommends that all land be held in
common. This entails removing private property
rights to land. But the successful commons
management systems that Ostrom documented
do just that. They consider land and resources to
be community owned and monitored commons,
requiring community developed rules and norms
to operate. To work they require the participation
and justice that Obeng-Odoom says is missing
from the Ostrom approach.

By far the most valuable parts of the book are
Obeng-Odoom’s discussion of Henry George and
his land tax. As Obeng-Odoom points out, George
gravitated toward a community ‘stewardship’
conception of the commons, specifically land,
versus private ‘ownership’. He advocated a land
value tax along with removal of other taxes and
showed how this would improve both productiv-
ity and fairness.

But the discourse has moved on a bit from
‘land’ to a broader conception of ‘natural capital’,
encompassing all the parts of the world (including
land) that are the ‘free gifts of nature’, and
‘ecosystem services’, which are the broad range
of benefits that humans enjoy from functioning
ecosystems. These terms are never mentioned by
Obeng-Odoom.

The basic idea behind common property
regimes for land (or natural capital more broadly)
is that assets created by nature or by the whole
society should belong to everyone, including
future generations. This idea has a long history
in environmental discourse (Bromley, 1992; Bar-
nes, 2006; Bollier, 2007). A recent manifestation
is the idea of granting legal rights to natural
systems. For example, New Zealand’s Whanganui
River and India’s Ganges River were recently
granted the legal rights of ‘personhood’, and
Ecuador’s Constitution now grants nature the
‘right of integral respect’ (Tanasescu, 2017).
These initiatives are quite consistent with
Obeng-Odoom’s Radical Alternative but are
never mentioned.

The limiting factors to creating a sustainable
and desirable world in today’s Anthropocene
epoch are natural and social capital. These assets
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are not rival and excludable goods, and are not
well allocated by conventional markets. How-
ever, they provide arguably the majority of
support to sustainable human wellbeing (Cost-
anza et al., 1997, 2014). We need institutions that
are better able to manage and steward these assets
and which are consistent with Ostrom’s design
principles discussed above. Recent examples
include common asset trusts (CATs) based on
the integration of the public trust doctrine and
community property rights. In essence, a CAT is a
collection of agreements and polycentrically
governed institutions in support of a shared
purpose — sustainable management of common
assets, including the atmosphere, the oceans and
terrestrial ecosystems (Barnes et al., 2008; Farley
et al., 2015; Canning et al., 2021; Costanza et al.,
2021).

Better management of the commons at all
scales (including land) is critical. Conventional
Wisdom and privatisation are certainly not the
answer. A ‘commoning’ of land and a Georgist
land tax as Obeng-Odoom recommends could
certainly contribute. But the problem is bigger
than that, and stewardship of our common assets
at all scales is needed urgently.

RoBERT COSTANZA
Crawford School of Public Policy, Australian
National University, Canberra, ACT, Australia
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