Tragedy of the Commons: Go Fish 2.0

The tragedy of the commons as a concept has been widely explored through many academic writings of the past 50 years, and with this have come many critiques. The ideas surrounding use of global resources and collective responsibility have been debated by Marxists and liberals, with common conclusions that end with cooperation or conflict. The idea that is central theme to our self-created board game is that of choice. Through cards labelled “SCENARIO” players are confronted with a situation, some of which are beyond their control, others however have the present the player with a choice, that can enhance their catch with future consequences, or choose to sit out and have their turn benefit everybody, not just themselves. Incorporating ideas surrounding sustainable fishing practices and international and European law, the commons in this sense is represented by the oceans. The oceans are one of the more difficult of the global commons to regulate as a large number of countries have coastal claims, but also because pollution laws and control of plastics vary from state to state. The oceans will remain a non-excludable natural resource, but they still need policing and to be cared for, for the future generations.

The game begins with three pools of fish, here represented by dice. There are four sided, six sided and eight sided dice, which you roll with your starter dice if you choose a scenario card that enables you to. The player with the most recent birthday rolls first and collects the relevant number of fish tokens to their roll. Each pool of fish has different numbered dice to represent the depletion of certain species that are currently mass farmed, and the larger dice which are the more common and the smaller dice that represent less common or have been over-farmed. This has a knock on effect on the other dice in the pools, because of representative food chains, so the choices made in the game affect the wellbeing and population of the catch. As the game goes on, players are faced with scenario, choice, and exacerbation cards, that change the fate of their fishing practices. Scenarios can give players positive or negative consequences, for example an oil spill creates destruction of your fishing area, you miss a turn; or the autumn season comes around the weather conditions are perfect, doubling your intake. Choice cards give players the option to gain more economically whilst harming the environment, or to choose more sustainable options such as line fishing opposed to net fishing, doubling their income shown on the dice. 
Choice cards are a little more important within the game, as they have different consequences depending on the option the player decided to play. As a group we decided that having these choices would be an opportunity to echo the debate surrounding cooperation or conflict that arises often during conversations of natural resource use/exploitation. As each card has two options, or an accept/deny response, it demonstrates the choices that global powers have. As the players choose whether or not to benefit their own cause by harming someone else’s, or chooses to deplete the fish sources for their own short term gain, ultimately we want the players to feel that kind of global responsibility and be aware that in the global common, one country or organisation has the power to tip the scale for the better or for the worse. This links in with Hardin’s 1968 theory as it explores the idea of socialism and the collective good, but also giving the chance to ruin others’ chances with the increase of the private person’s yield. Although there have been critiques of this idea, saying that humans are inherently good or self-concerned is too simplistic a view, for purposes of the game it demonstrates a way of looking at cooperation on the global commons in a physical way. This idea of socialism vs privatisation also has the assumption that all people value short term successes over longer term gains, but self-regulation has proved to work differently and be valued differently in nation states. Another assumption made is that under the privatisation of the commons is that the assigned land to each person would then result in a limit to their stock and an incentive to preserve it. But this cannot be known for sure how people will behave or react to a certain set of circumstances as they already come with predispositions and will behave in self-interested ways, and the only co-operation would need that person to trust that the other person is willing to co-operate too.
In order to ensure the game does not end immediately after beginning, throughout the game (every 2 turns) the fish pools replenish themselves with one dice, we chose to include this rule as an attempt to mimic the way in which species can repopulate when left naturally. We also incorporated aspects of real life situations to the game, for example one of the choice cards is about fishing in another country’s waters, which is a reference to the friction between the French and the English where their legislation permitted the English to fish in the channel whilst French legislation stated they were to withhold from harvesting scallops due to spawning seasons. Dubbed the scallop war, this dispute shows us that because each nation state is operating under their own laws regarding the ‘commons’ there can be conflict because their separate laws permit different things. Although the ownership of the open oceans is technically no one state’s property, due to the ownerships of the coastlines and the close proximity of the English Channel to the French borders, there needs to be more co-operation for a successful outcome for both sides.[footnoteRef:1] This can be related to the game through the ‘CHOICE’ card that gives players the option to fish in somebody else’s waters; in the context of the global commons, this is difficult to control effectively and the UN does not always have the sovereignty or resources to police actions so it falls upon the nation states themselves to self-regulate.  [1:  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/29/france-britain-scallop-war-brexit-channel-clashes-environment] 

Finally; the third type of card in the scenario pack is the exacerbation card. We chose the name exacerbation as in medical terms it means a worsening of a disease, and as climate change and human interactions are responsible for many of the world’s natural catastrophes, we thought it fitting. There are only three of these cards, but they relate to modern day issues within shared fishing industries today. They include overfishing, tightened regulations and micro-plastics affecting the worth of your catch. These cards affect directly those players who have chosen to be greedy previously, as their catch is significantly reduces, but also bringing to light issues surrounding micro-plastics that are present in too much of the seafood we eat. These cards are all bad, however they are few and far between, meaning that a player can gain fish and wealth during the game and then be struck with overfishing and having to return to nothing. 
Overall, our game relates to the tragedy of the commons because the game ends when all fish have been caught and there is an empty ocean. Once all dice have been used and discarded, the fish stocks diminish and there is not a way of getting them back from extinction. The catastrophe or tragedy of this game is the extinction of species and the polluting of the oceans through cards such as ‘oil spill’ or ‘plastic overuse.’ If the players play the game in the traditional sense, seeking to grow their stock and wealth, the tragedy of the commons is inevitable. As in the concept of the tragedy of the commons, each player is naturally out to seek the most gain from whatever they have, in this case every dice (boat) the player has, the maximised their profit margins are. But as in the tragedy, this quickly leads to over farming and an ultimate loss in shared products. So the destruction of the environment and species ultimately leads to the ruin of the players or “fishermen.”

The original concept of the Tragedy of the Commons has had many critiques, especially from liberals claiming that the assumptions of greed is contrary to the idea that people will work together for a collective future. They seek to have the commons property of the state, so it can be regulated, and penalties imposed for misuse, ensuring its prosperity for the future. Although this is an ideal outcome, there is historic evidence that when the land is state owned, it is distributed and privatised anyway. Marxist interpretations suggest that the tragedy of the common is inevitable, as under capitalism the greed of the few bourgeois individuals outweighs the social claims that the working class have to common land. Marxists believe that as long as the means of food production is kept in a private and separate sphere to the common use of the land, there can be no positive co-operations and the idea of sustainable sharing will not be able to become the common use of lands and food production.  
“To each according to his needs.”- Karl Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme, 1875.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Marx, K. (1875) Critique of the Gotha Programme https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx_Critque_of_the_Gotha_Programme.pdf [accessed 29 March 2019]] 

Although this phrase was from Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme in 1875, the concept of a needs based system can be traced back to pre-enclosure act concepts in the Guildford Covenant of 1639 when distributing land in North America. (And even further back, with examples of a needs based system evident in bible writings and scriptures.)
“In any common work, according to every man’s ability, and as need shall require.”	-The Guilford Covenant, June 1, 1639.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Whitfield, H. The Guilford Covenant, (1639) http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/guilford-covenant/ [accessed 31 March 2019]] 

This exploitation of carrying capacity is what Marx and Marxists believe to be the most important reason as to why the tragedy occurs. More specifically in relation to the seas, the late 1970s brought in an expansion of the economic fishing areas, and because the government was not allowing ownership for coasts or fishing areas, it was very difficult to regulate despite their best efforts. This unregulated commercial fishing was now at 200 nautical miles from the coast, and became profit based rather than being a person’s livelihood. However due to population increases, the demand for food in the United Kingdom, the larger areas were deemed as necessary, but due to this certain species have been over-farmed and exploited to the point where food prices on cod and haddock have been increased dramatically.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Hardin, G., ‘Tragedy of the Commons - Econlib’, 1974 <https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/TragedyoftheCommons.html> [accessed 31 March 2019]] 

We also saw in class the introduction of another boardgame with Marxist undertones, as the ‘Sociolopoly’ game presented by a classmate took the concept of land use and applied a class system to it. This class system allowed those players that were born rich to start the game with money and a property, whereas those born into working class families start with barely anything. It demonstrates how the destruction of the commons is at the hands of the wealthy and powerful. Another game relied on the greed of multinational corporations to demonstrate how the resources can be drained very quickly for personal gain, but also with consideration to replenish the resources stock with positive things like carbon neutral companies and the shortcomings of other players and companies.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Hardin has also seen criticism by neoliberalism, as they have stated that his analogy is too restrictive, focusing on the ‘sociobiological tragedy’ and completely disregards the cased in which the co-operations that are already ongoing to secure a shared space.[footnoteRef:5] This also includes the use of ‘communal’ products and resources, having a small group of people owning resources but ensuring their safety and protection for their members, excluding those who are not part of the community. Although the numbers of communes in the world are low, these kinds of responsible resource management are completely overlooked in Hardin’s black and white view of the concept. 

In conclusion, it is believed that Hardin’s concept is still very much a product of its time, and though controversial at the time, his theory has no actual real life examples. Admittedly, scientists are struggling significantly to measure the rates and effects of climate change and pollution on our planet because it is happening so quickly, it still cannot give an indefinite and undisputed example of the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ in our planet’s history. Perhaps his theory was something we could have to face in the future, but that could also mean Disney’s Wall-E is just as reliable. For now, I conclude that the tragedy of the commons is a concept and stirred controversial opinions and has been more disregarded than adhered to. [5:  Nixon, R. (2012). Neoliberalism, Genre, and "The Tragedy of the Commons". PMLA, 127(3), 593-599. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/41616851 [accessed 30 March 2019]] 
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