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Who is this?
• Janina Grabs

• Postdoc in the Environmental Policy Lab

• Soon: Professor of Business and Society at 
ESADE Business School

• Background in Political Science and Political 
Economy (and a bit of environmental 
economics)

• Current research focus: Zero-deforestation 
supply chain policies in the Indonesian palm 
oil sector

• Previously worked on coffee and impacts of 
certification schemes on the ground (in 
Central America)

• Contact: janina.grabs@gess.ethz.ch



Today’s plan

• What are natural resources? What is governance?

• Why do we need to govern – or manage – natural resources?

• Who owns resources? Who uses them?

• Different types of natural resource governance

• Zooming in on two types:
• Governing the Commons

• Private natural resource governance through supply chain links



What are natural resources?

“Natural resources refer to the resources that exist on Earth independent of any human actions. These 
generally fall under one of two categories: renewable and non-renewable resources.”

AIR/WIND



What is “governance”?

Natural resource governance refers to the norms, institutions and 
processes that determine how power and responsibilities over natural 
resources are exercised, how decisions are taken, and how citizens –

women, men, indigenous peoples and local communities – participate 
in and benefit from the management of natural resources

https://www.iucn.org/commissions/commission-environmental-economic-and-social-policy/our-
work/knowledge-baskets/natural-resource-governance



Why do we need to govern – or manage –
natural resources?

• Human and non-human life on Earth critically depends on the health and 
persistence of natural resources

• Ensure that non-renewable resources are exploited at a rate that allows 
future generations to benefit 

• Ensure that renewable resources are exploited at a rate that allows for 
their recovery/regeneration
• E.g. fish stock rates – ok to fish as long as there are sufficient adult fish to mate and 

regenerate the fish population
• However, if you overfish, the population collapses and the resource is no longer 

sustainable/renewable

• Ensure that exploitation of resources serves all citizens equally – prevent 
corruption, capture by powerful actors

• Natural resources per definition an anthropocentric concept (= focus on 
humans); Nature also exists outside of serving human use. Protecting 
Nature from human exploitation also part of natural resource governance



Hardin and the Tragedy of the Commons

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc



Hardin and the Tragedy of the Commons

• Substractability (rivalry) – possibility of overconsumption

• Open access = non-excludable, no well-defined individual 
property rights. “Free rider” problem

• No cooperation -> Suboptimal outcome for all

• “Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase 
his herd without limit--in a world that is limited. Ruin is the 
destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own 
best interest in a society that believes in the freedom of the 
commons. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.”

• Solution: Private ownership or outside enforcement (govt)



Who do natural resources belong to today? 
Ownership regimes

• State property – e.g. forests

• Private property – e.g. private land

• Common property – e.g. community 
forests, water resources

• Non-property (open access) – e.g. 
ocean, air

• Hybrid (combination)

• Overlaps – when rights/tenure 
regimes are complicated (e.g. adat
rights vs. concession rights in 
Indonesia)



Who uses natural resources?

• Are users the same as owners? Not 
always!

• Local communities – may have used 
resources long before ownership 
patterns changed

• Firms may receive rights to exploit 
resources or use land

• Benefits of natural resources may be 
much wider than ownership
• E.g. Forests – absorb CO2, harbor 

biodiversity, contribute to water cycle
• International community worldwide may 

benefit from local forest health



• Habitat for species

• Maintenance of 
biological diversity

• Spiritual
• Aesthetic
• Educational
• Recreational

• Nutrient cycling

• Soil formation, erosion 
prevention

• Local climate, air quality

• Carbon sequestration and 
storage

• Moderation of extreme 
events (floods, storms, 
avalanches, droughts)

• Pollination

• Biological control

• Food

• Water

• Fuel

• Fiber and wood
Provisioning 

services 
Regulating 

services 

Supporting 
services

Cultural 
services 

Ecosystem services



Who manages/governs natural resources?



Different types of natural resource governance

PublicPrivate

Local

Global

National

Mixed

Legislation

Treaties

Local 
councils

Public-private 
partnerships

International 
organizations

Codes of 
conduct

Voluntary 
standards

CSR 
projects

Sectoral 
platforms



• American political economist

• First and only woman to get Nobel Prize 
in Economics (2009) for her work on 
Common Pool Resource Management

• Field work in Kenya, Guatemala, 
Switzerland, Nepal, Turkey, and Los 
Angeles.

Elinor Ostrom

“What is missing from the policy analyst’s 
toolkit is an adequately specified theory 
of collective action whereby a group of 

principals can organize themselves 
voluntarily to retain the residual of their 

own efforts.”



• Communal property rights only pertain
to citizens

• 1517: „No citizen can send more cows
to the alp than he can feed throughout
the winter.“

• Alp association imposes fines

• Communal land ownership mainly for
low productivity/production value land
or activities where large territory
needed for use

Example: Grazing system in Törbel (CH)

http://f.hikr.org/files/325674l.jpg



• List of eligible fishers and 
usable fishing locations

• Lottery for starting slot

• Daily rotation east Sept –
Jan, west Jan – Sept

• No fights or wasted 
resources

• Self-regulation by fishermen

Example: Fishery in Alanya (Turkey)
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• Success stories…
• Face uncertain and complex environments

• Have stable populations over long time – reputation 
important

• Utilize local knowledge and adapt rules to particular 
culture, economic and physical setting

• Articulate rules that are subject to modification over time

• Involve much trial-and-error experimentation

• Have 8 shared principles: 

Ostrom’s Insights
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1. Define clear group boundaries.
2. Match rules governing use of common goods to local needs and conditions.
3. Ensure that those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules.
4. Develop a system, carried out by community members, for monitoring 
members’ behavior.

5. Use graduated sanctions for rule violators.
6. Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution.

7. Make sure the rule-making rights of community members are respected by 
outside authorities.
8. Build responsibility for governing the common resource in nested tiers from 
the lowest level up to the entire interconnected system.

Ostrom’s 8 Principles for Managing a Common



Different types of natural resource governance

PublicPrivate

Local

Global

National

Mixed

Legislation

Treaties

Local 
councils

Public-private 
partnerships

International 
organizations

Codes of 
conduct

Voluntary 
standards

CSR 
projects

Sectoral 
platforms



Globalization and changes in natural resource 
governance regimes



Lyons-White and Knight (2018)



Tensions when implementing private natural 
resource governance along supply chains

• Protection of nature versus rural development

• Definitions of sustainability and (un)sustainable resource use (e.g. 
deforestation) at the international versus national level

• National laws may support agri-business development and not 
necessarily environmental protection

• Consuming countries who aim to limit ‘importing’ natural resource 
exploitation (e.g. deforestation) may impose import restrictions that 
are viewed as trade barriers by exporting countries

• It’s complicated…



Questions?


