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The world’s oceans, like other common-pool resources, are infamously difficult to 

regulate. This is the case not only because of the logistical difficulty in preventing use of such a 

ubiquitous asset (that is, the resource’s non-excludability), but also because all potential users 

have an immediate incentive to overexploit aquatic resources rather than heed calls to conserve 

them. There is indeed a need for conservation because it is possible for fragile marine 

ecosystems to be exploited not only to the point of depriving some prospective users from access 

(making the resource rivalrous), but also to the point of permanent devastation. I suggest that the 

problem of oceans’ overuse corresponds in incentive structure to the infamous ‘collective action 

problem’, developed in part by Garrett Hardin in his 1968 seminal essay “The Tragedy of the 

Commons” in which he warns of the “shibboleth of the freedom of the seas”. Generalizing from 

historical precedents, he asserts that resource management systems employing coercive 

regulation to temper use of a common-pool resource are more likely to prevent the commons’ 

depletion than are management systems employing less coercive regulation. On these grounds, 

Hardin recommends the use of coercive regulation to prevent a common-pool resource’s 

overexploitation by rational actors. I expect the same logic to apply to the management of 

modern-day fisheries, which are currently managed as common-pool resources either by states or 

international organizations with varying degrees of coercion. In this paper, I analyze two 

fisheries that are maximally similar, save for a marked difference in the coercive capacity of each 

fishery’s management type, so that the effect of regulation coerciveness can be maximally 

isolated. I investigate whether the state-run fishery is more sustainably managed than the 

internationally managed fishery, ultimately finding support for this Hardin-inspired hypothesis in 

my results.


