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Abstract: Sustainable development calls for wise management of natural, built, and socio-
cultural resources in destination areas. Resources created mainly for tourism are used in
time by the local population as well. Many others are shared in common with local people
in everyday life. More often than not, resources are overused and degraded, as is the unfortu-
nate fate of most ‘common pool resources’. When this happens, sustainable development is
severely threatened: economic wellbeing declines, environmental conditions worsen, social
injustice grows, and tourist satisfaction drops. This paper analyzes the central role that com-
mon pool resources play in sustainable tourism development, outlines policy design prin-
ciples for their management, and offers future research directions. Keywords: sustainable
tourism development, common pool resources.  2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights
reserved.

Résumé: Le tourisme soutenable et la question des biens communs. Le développement
soutenable exige la gestion judicieuse des ressources naturelles, construites et socioculturelles
des régions de destination. Certaines des ressources, initialement destinées au tourisme,
peuvent être utilisées ultérieurement par la population locale. D’autres ressources sont part-
agées avec la population locale dans la vie quotidienne. La plupart du temps, les ressources
son surexploitées et dégradées, comme c’est souvent le cas des biens communs. C’est alors
que le développement soutenable est sérieusement menacé: les conditions économiques et
environnementales sont détériorées, l’injustice sociale augmente et la satisfaction touristique
baisse. Cet article analyse le rôle majeur joué par les ressources communes dans le développe-
ment du tourisme soutenable, donne des principes pour une politique de gestion et propose
des directions de recherche. Mots-clés: développement de tourisme soutenable, biens com-
muns.  2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

INTRODUCTION

The discourse on sustainable tourism development revolves around
a central issue of how to manage the natural, built, and sociocultural
resources of host communities in order to meet the fundamental cri-
teria of promoting their economic well-being, preserving their natural
and socio-cultural capital, achieving intra- and intergenerational equity
in the distribution of costs and benefits, securing their self-sufficiency,
and satisfying the needs of tourists (Butler 1991; Eber 1992; Farell
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1992; Hunter 1997; Ko 2001). These resources are used, on the one
hand, by tourists in common with other tourists and, on the other,
for tourist in common with other activities by tourists and locals. As a
consequence, they possess the characteristics of “common pool
resources” (CPRs) that economists and political scientists define as
those for which exploitation by one user reduces the amount available
for others, but for which exclusion of additional users is difficult or
impossible (Bromley 1991; Ostrom 1990). As a result, tourism
resources experience the characteristic problems of CPRs: overuse and
lack of incentive for individuals to invest in maintaining or improving
them (Healy 1994). Once they are overexploited, however, the sus-
tainability criteria mentioned above are difficult to meet; thus, sus-
tainable tourism development is severely threatened.

The question of common pool resources in tourism areas has not
been treated extensively in either the tourism or the CPR literature
(Healy 1994; Ostrom, Burger, Field, Norgaard and Policansky 1999).
This paper synthesizes both literatures in order to analyze the CPRs
and their central role in sustainable tourism development. First, it
introduces and details the ‘tourism commons’—the CPRs in the case
of tourism. Then, it analyzes the problems of the ‘tourism commons’
and their impact on sustainable development in host areas. It presents
policy design principles to address these problems and concludes with
directions for future research.

THE TOURISM COMMONS AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Following Hardin’s (1968) seminal essay on the “Tragedy of the
Commons”, numerous studies have been conducted and an inter-
national association was formed on the subject of common pool
resources. CPRs are natural and human constructed resources charac-
terized by subtractability and nonexcludability. The first term implies
rivalry among potential users (Bromley 1991; Ostrom 1990; Dasgupta,
Maler and Vercelli 1997; Hess 2001). CPRs differ from “common pro-
perty resources” (Ostrom et al 1999), as the latter concern the property
rights associated with resources.

Common pool resources are usually indivisible local or global
resources whose boundaries are difficult to delineate (Berkes 1998).
The conventional CPRs are comprised of air and the atmosphere,
water resources, oceans, ecosystems, fisheries, forests, wildlife, grazing
fields, and irrigation systems. Recently, non-conventional types include
streets and transportation systems, ports, urban areas, environmental
and socioeconomic costs and benefits, the Internet (cyberspace), the
electro-magnetic spectrum, genetic data, traditional transmission
(cultural commons), intellectual resources, various types of associ-
ations, and budgets (Bernbom 2000; Burton 2000; Clapp and Meyer
2000; Gutscher, Keller and Mosler 2000; Hess 2001; Ingerson 1997;
McCann 2000; Meyer 2000; Rosin 2000; Witbreuk 2000).

For tourism in particular, Healy (1994) identified both natural and
highly developed tourism landscapes—or what Jafari (1982) has called
“background tourism elements” (BTEs)—as an important class of
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resources to which the concept of CPRs is applicable. Healy defines
tourism landscapes broadly to include a variety of natural and built
elements and implicitly refers to their sociocultural content and
dynamics. However, his analysis is restricted to the BTEs and their vis-
ual dimension mostly and it is concerned with tourists only, who
experience and use these resources, and not with the whole array of
local and outside users. Moreover, it does not account for tourist itiner-
aries that include multiple destinations. The ensuing discussion adopts
a holistic view of tourism and resources and seeks to conceptualize the
tourism commons more broadly and comprehensively, as a potentially
more useful basis for sustainable tourism planning and management.
Hereafter, the term ‘commons’ is frequently used instead of the term
‘tourism commons’ for brevity.

Conceptualizing and Analyzing the Tourism Commons

Tourism is an activity complex comprising travel to and around a
destination, with the purpose of “consuming” particular attractions,
accommodation and catering, sightseeing, entertainment, and special-
ized and general services (Inskeep 1991; Pearce 1989). Therefore, the
constituent activities of tourism utilize, to a greater or lesser extent,
all types of resources in host areas. These can be loosely classified into
the BTEs or the natural, sociocultural, and built attractions (Jafari
1982); facilities serving the needs of tourists (various types of accommo-
dation and specialized facilities such as ski centers, marinas, golf
courses); elements of the natural environment such as air, water, land,
carrying capacity (other than those considered as BTEs); infrastructure
(sewage disposal, water supply, and garbage collection systems, trans-
portation and communication infrastructure, etc.); local facilities serv-
ing the local population and tourists as well (hospitals, restaurants, gas
stations, banks, car rentals, etc.); the broader landscape (and
townscape) of the surrounding region, as both BTEs and tourism facili-
ties are not isolated elements in space but are embedded within
broader regions where other activities (such as agricultural, residential,
commercial, recreational, industrial)—most of them predating tourism
development—are taking place.

With the exception of enclavic places—or “purified” spaces (Sibley
1988 cited in Edensor 2000)—perhaps, most others are hetero-
geneous, comprising elements of both the formal and the informal
sectors (Oppermann 1993), where tourists and locals intermingle and
encounter each other numerously. Although the use of certain
resources is planned (such as the BTEs and tourist facilities), the use
of many others is spontaneous and unplanned but, more or less,
unavoidable. Tourists visit local shops, banks, and hospitals and use
streets and open spaces. In addition to these tangible resources, tour-
ists “consume” intangible resources as well, including the local culture
(norms, habits, behavior), smellscape and soundscape, and, more
broadly, a place’s genius loci (feeling of the place). In all cases, tourism
resource use is both consumptive and non-consumptive.

What is most important for the present purposes, however, is that all
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resources are used in common by tourists, locals, and others. Usually it
is difficult, socially unacceptable, or physically impossible to exclude
any of these groups from using a given resource. In addition, consump-
tion by one user reduces the quantity of resources (of the same quality)
available to others. This includes even those resources relatively abun-
dant in supply, such as air, water, and scenery. Abandoned, dilapidated
structures, for example, are eyesores that detract from an area’s land-
scape aesthetics. Congested and overcrowded streets and other facili-
ties, especially in highly heterogeneous tourist places, diminish vari-
ously the value of the tourist experience.

This discussion suggests that all tourism resources possess the two
distinguishing characteristics of CPRs—nonexcludability and
subtractability/rivalry—in addition to being indivisible and with “fluid”
boundaries. Therefore, the tourism commons comprise the whole
spectrum of resources that host areas and their surrounding regions
possess. In this sense, they coincide with the tourism product. This
notion of the commons parallels the assertion that “most tourism
venues … can be defined as public territories” (Andereck 1997:709).
Depending on their particular geographical, historical, and sociocultu-
ral circumstances and context, they have characteristic attributes that
draw from the multi-activity, multi-sectoral, fragmented, and spatio-
temporally diffuse nature of tourism and the multi-dimensionality of
the tourism product (Briassoulis 2000).

The tourism commons are complex CPRs because they are subject
to multiple uses by diverse groups. Complex CPRs are those arising in
turbulent environments and characterized by “multiple, overlapping,
and potentially conflicting uses and user groups; volatility in uses and
institutional arrangements; and variances between de jure and de facto
property rights” (Selsky and Memon 2000:1–2). They may qualify also
as “emergent commons”: “a social space characterized by the assertion
over time of an identifiable bundle of de facto rights in a pluralistic,
divided-interest issue domain” (Selsky and Memon 1998:2).

The tourism commons are heterogeneous and variable composed
of natural and built material (tangible) and immaterial (intangible)
elements. They comprise several types of CPRs and public goods, con-
stituting a diversified and tightly connected resource base that is indis-
pensable for the integrity of the tourist experience. Their elements
intermingle within space and over time being used during “tourist epi-
sodes” simultaneously by both tourists and locals.

The commons have broad, although highly variable, spatial, and
temporal coverage, ranging from local to global. The assimilative
capacity of the environment, aesthetics, a place’s atmosphere, and
other used attributes refer to both the local and the supralocal environ-
ment, as tourists move to, from, and around destinations, and these
resources are used during the off season as well by the local popu-
lation. Often imperceptible evolution and change are taking place con-
tinually but, examined over long time horizons, the tourism commons
undergo transformations. The quality and quantity of their constituent
resources change either due to “normal” use or because managers
modify them intentionally or incompetently producing outcomes
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never expected. In fact, the first change all commons undergo is when
development commences in an area and new types of users, who did
not exist before, use its resources.

The commons are subject to variable and volatile demand. In con-
trast to locals, tourists are temporary users changing within and
between seasons. If the demand drops to zero, this group can be com-
pletely absent from an area (for some period of time, at least, certainly
during wars and revolutions). This intra- and inter-annual variability
of use poses planning and management problems (inefficiencies)
especially where tourism has become an economic “monoculture”.

The most salient feature of the commons is that their components
are under diverse property regimes—state, private, communal or open
access—both before and after tourism development (Healy 1994).
Consequently, different producers and management systems are
involved with different concerns as regards their use and protection.
In particular, external users (tourists and tourism entrepreneurs) using
local resources may interfer with existing rules of use and management
and influence the status and value of the commons. Similarly, the use
of the commons is mediated by different sociocultural value systems:
those of the locals, tourists, and entrepreneurs. Hence, their utilization
and valuation is more socioculturally differentiated than in cases of
simpler CPRs where fewer systems interact (such as the grazing
commons). This is especially important for those elements
(miscellaneous facilities, roads, etc.) that are controlled by nontourism
interests and poses problems where coordination of users is required
for efficient resource management.

The Tragedy of the Tourism Commons

The tourism commons experience problems of overuse, lack of
investment incentive (Healy 1994), and of mismanagement generally.
Because they are identical to the tourism product, as argued before,
these problems—the tragedy of the tourism commons—are simul-
taneously the tragedy of the tourism product. Figure 1 depicts the
interactions between tourism and nontourism activities, on the one
hand, and the resources comprising the commons, on the other.
Resources provide input services to tourism and nontourism activities
(solid arrows) and serve also as sinks of, or are impacted by, the outputs
of these activities (dashed arrows). Water and air are indispensable
inputs to all human activities. Scenery is a central ingredient of the
tourism product. Water bodies receive wastewater, the atmosphere is
a sink of urban and industrial air pollutants, and open areas are wasteb-
ins of garbage. The important feedbacks from resources to tourism
and nontourism activities that occur once tourists and other users mod-
ify them (quantitatively and qualitatively) are for clarity not shown in
Figure 1.

BTEs and Activities. The background tourism elements, including
coasts, mountains, national parks, cultural artifacts, etc., are the most
important inputs to tourism. In addition to tourists, locals also use the
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Figure 1. The Relationship of the Commons with Tourism and Other Activities

BTEs. Depending on the intensity of their use and the existence of
regulatory institutions, the BTEs may suffer serious damages, as the
literature on the environmental impacts of tourism reveals (Briassoulis
and van der Straaten 2000; Mathieson and Wall 1992). The literature
does not emphasize, however, the impacts of locals on the BTEs given
its preoccupation with international tourism. More importantly, the
impacts of nontourism activities on the BTEs that are extremely severe
in heterogeneous areas are relatively neglected. The coastlines of the
Mediterranean, for example, are under severe pressure from tourism
and numerous industrial, commercial, residential, and agricultural
activities. Mountains, forests, pastures, and many other natural areas
are precious BTEs but they are also important resources for agricul-
ture, forestry, mining, and manufacturing. Their use by these latter
activities reduces their value and, consequently, that of the tourism
product. Land use conflicts arise among activities competing for the
services of the BTEs, the most sensitive being entire landscapes, since
their effective regulation is extremely difficult. The European Land-
scape Convention (2000) is an example of an initiative to protect these
sensitive and characteristic regional landscapes.

When the original quantity and quality of the BTEs diminishes, host
areas eventually lose their appeal to tourists and other users, as Butler’s
(1980) lifecycle model suggests and real world evidence demonstrates.
Consequently, revenues from and employment opportunities in tour-
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ism and associated activities in the host area drop with those engaging
in them becoming losers and those engaging in competing ones or
other destinations becoming winners.

Elements of the Natural Environment. All activities use the material
input, life support, amenity, and sink services of the natural environ-
ment, modifying in the process the quality and quantity of the associa-
ted resources and environmental receptors (Ortolano 1984). The
literature satisfactorily documents these impacts (Kneese and Bower
1972; Mathieson and Wall 1992; Nelissen, van der Straaten and
Klinkers 1997; OECD 1980). Yet the impacts of tourism and nontour-
ism activities on environmental and sociocultural resources are difficult
to disentangle and analyze (Briassoulis 2000). Nevertheless, the fact
remains that the negative impacts feed back to all activities. Tourism
receives lower quality resources (such as polluted atmosphere and
water) and, consequently, offers a lower quality product while nontour-
ist activities have to cope with environmental inputs of reduced quality.

The literature has paid attention mostly to feedbacks from changes
in environmental resources originating in tourism activities, such as
Butler’s (1980) lifecycle model. However, in heterogeneous areas, the
negative environmental impacts of nontourism activities may outweigh
those caused by tourism. Agriculture, transport, mining, and manufac-
turing pollute air and water resources, beaches and coasts, promote
land degradation, and disrupt ecosystems. In all cases, tourism is nega-
tively impacted because environmental “bads” are common pool
resources (Clapp and Meyer 2000).

Similarly, nontourist activities suffer indirectly from the environmen-
tal impacts of tourism. High water use during the summer in several
destinations in arid or semi-arid regions (Mediterranean, Central
America, Australia) diminishes its quantity available to agriculture in
periods of high water demand by plants, contributing, among others,
to the process of desertification to which these areas are already sensi-
tive. Tourist facilities encroach into forests, wetlands, coasts, and other
natural areas disturbing wildlife habitats that may be also important
attractions (for example, the habitats of sea-turtle caretta-caretta and
monk seal monachus-monachus in the Mediterranean).

As a result, various activities face higher operations and capital costs
and reduced profits, local income and employment opportunities dim-
inish, and tourist satisfaction drops. The natural capital of host areas
decreases, rendering them less self-sufficient, an important consider-
ation in socioeconomically and environmentally vulnerable areas, such
as islands and remote destinations. These areas are losers vis-à-vis other
competing destinations and, in cases of serious resource depletion,
they may be unfit for other profitable activities, becoming easily victims
of exploitation or being totally abandoned unless corrective actions
are taken in time.

The Broader Landscape. The value of the broader landscape that is
the “container” of the BTEs and of tourism facilities is not sufficiently
stressed in the literature, although it integrates the total experience
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and regulates the psychological satisfaction of tourists. Frequently, it
constitutes a BTE by itself as in the case of historic cities (Venice, Flor-
ence, Paris, etc.) and scenic mountainous, polar, and coastal areas.
Hence, it represents an important input to tourism and, simul-
taneously, an important locational factor for such nontourist activities
as residential, second home, and others.

The broader landscape is frequently a hugely sensitive receptor of
changes caused by all sorts of activities. The loss of the aesthetic value
of several tourism areas is well known; the heavily developed coastlines
of southeast Spain and the Balearic islands are notorious and, unfortu-
nately, not the only examples. The visual impacts are more severe when
the scale of host areas is small compared to the scale of development
as in the case of small islands or enclosed territories (valleys). These
visual impacts are, however, the outward signs of the more essential
environmental, economic, and sociocultural impacts of heavy develop-
ment.

Less attention has been paid to the impacts of nontourist activities
on the broader landscape that are more pronounced and dominate
in heterogeneous tourism areas. These may range from minor alter-
ations of building exteriors to new residential, industrial, and commer-
cial construction, open space modification, construction of road and
communication networks and infrastructure, homogenization of the
agricultural landscape, abandonment of old structures, ill-maintained
road and communication networks, squatter housing, and so on. These
alterations usually produce a lower quality tourism product, they are
the least easy to control, and their negative economic implications for
the industry are difficult to assess because they occur usually incremen-
tally, act cumulatively, and originate in diverse actors and activities.

Tourism Facilities. Tourism facilities, an indispensable input and
decisive factor in development, are used also by locals, daytime, and
other types of visitors. Problems arise when they are provided in less
quantity than that demanded or their low quality repels tourists and
other users of high spending power. These problems reverberate
through the whole range of development opportunities in host areas,
especially where tourism has strong forward and backward linkages
with other economic sectors.

Tourism facilities experience problems of use that range between
two extremes: very low use (occupancy) or extreme congestion. Both
incur economic, environmental, and social costs to tourism and to the
host area as a whole. The underutilization of facilities is an unavoidable
implication of the seasonality of tourism, representing investment that
is not fully exploited (meaning economically inefficient). Overutiliz-
ation or congestion of facilities, a frequent problem in popular desti-
nations, causes their faster deterioration, implying higher maintenance
costs, psychological stress on users, and aesthetic pollution of tour-
ism landscapes.

Local Facilities. The availability of sufficient local facilities—
especially health, financial, transportation, and others absolutely neces-
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sary to tourists—favors not only tourism but also development of other
activities. Frequently, tourism induces local entrepreneurs to provide
new facilities that eventually serve both tourists and locals. However,
these are originally designed to serve the local population and tourists.
As the industry develops, capacity problems arise which are not always
amenable to direct resolution (discussed later). Several governments
(for example Greece, Italy, and Bulgaria) have launched programs to
upgrade the quality of public and private facilities to improve the tour-
istic image and attractiveness of their areas. In the last decade, this is
done also in the context of Local Agenda 21 plans and of development
initiatives such as the European Union’s LEADER program
(<http://dbs.cordis.lu/cordis-cgi>) that promote also alternative forms
such as agrotourism and ecotourism. The smooth operation and main-
tenance of local facilities relies ultimately, however, on users’
cooperation and perception of their worth for their common good.

The Infrastructure. Infrastructure supports both tourism and local
development. Remote and island destinations are lagging behind in
development because they lack satisfactory transportation and other
types of infrastructure. This is not necessarily always negative, as such
absence “protects” these areas from the unwanted environmental
impacts of development. On the other hand, it hinders the exploi-
tation of their resources to strengthen their economies, retain their
population, and maintain their sociocultural vitality.

The demand for infrastructure in tourism areas is usually higher
than originally planned. This mismatch between demand and supply
leads to congestion, bad maintenance, inadequate or low quality servic-
ing, and dissatisfaction of both tourists and locals. Conflicts among
users arise, especially in the high season, which may discourage further
expansion or development of high quality tourism. Areas with poor
infrastructure frequently have low quality tourism. The problems are
more acute in heterogeneous areas where it is difficult to assess the
level of use by user group. Moreover, in the absence of regulatory insti-
tutions, people neither perceive nor moderate their usage to avoid the
negative problems mentioned above. Providing adequate infrastruc-
ture to meet the demand in high seasons, however, runs the risk of
investing in facilities underused the rest of the year especially where
local demand in the off-season is not high. In addition, the volatility
of tourism demand increases this risk.

The Tragedy of the Tourism Commons and Sustainable Development. When
the previous problems arise, the criteria for sustainable development are
not satisfied. The economic wellbeing of host communities, although
often improved in the early stages, is not promoted, as overuse generates
direct and indirect pecuniary costs—reduced income and employment
opportunities. Moreover, underutilization or abandonment of facilities
creates economic inefficiencies, at least in the long run.

Overuse and misuse stress and even irreversibly damage environmen-
tal and other resources, reducing the attractiveness and competi-
tiveness of an area vis-à-vis other destinations. Land use conflicts—for
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example, between tourism and agriculture, nature conservation, etc
lead to inefficient utilization of resources and detract from an area’s
image, harming tourism and other sectors. Inevitably, tourist satisfac-
tion declines when the commons are harmed.

Social justice also is not well served as the problems discussed affect
the distribution of the costs and benefits at the local, regional, and
higher spatial levels. The more socioeconomically fragile an area
becomes, the more its self-sufficiency is placed at risk. In the broader
spatial context, these areas are losers because their development
hinges on decisions of powerful interests that have no interest in their
long-term vitality and viability. Under these conditions, it is question-
able if local participation in decision making contributes essentially to
promoting local interests. Therefore, to design viable courses of action
towards sustainable development, it is necessary to analyze the factors
underlying the tragedy of the tourism commons.

Explaining the Tragedy of the Tourism Commons. Research suggests sev-
eral factors that explain the incidence of problems in CPRs whose rela-
tive importance and influence depends on the geographical setting
and historic period studied. For the case of the tourism commons,
eleven explanatory factors are considered.

Nature, Composition, and Size of the Tourism Commons. The magnitude
of the tragedy of the commons—their sensitivity to degradation and
the severity of impacts—depends on the geographical setting and the
mode and stage of development of destinations and their broader
region; the nature of their components (particular BTEs included, sen-
sitivity of resources, adequacy of facilities, etc.); and their sheer size.
Sand dunes, estuaries, historical complexes, and monuments are more
sensitive than other natural and built resources. Tourism or industrial
complexes located in large mountainous and forested regions or in
densely built metropolitan regions are less visible and obtrusive than
if located in small, flat, or undeveloped regions (such as small barren
islands). Resources may also be relatively abundant and, hence, the
environmental impacts less intense (although not less severe) in the
former than in the latter case. Where human use is close to the
environmental and socioeconomic carrying capacity of an area, even
minor alterations may cause more serious economic, sociocultural,
environmental, and aesthetic disruption than where these limits
remain distant. Mature, heterogeneous destinations may have more
adequate infrastructure than newer ones, although they may be experi-
encing problems of congestion and overuse.

Multitude, Heterogeneity, and Variety of Resource Regimes. The resources
comprising the commons are under diverse property regimes (private,
state, communal, or open access) that intermingle in space and change
over time (Selsky and Memon 2000). Diverse user groups act fre-
quently independently and under differing sets of rights and duties as
regards the utilization of resources. Individual property owners
(including farmers, homeowners, building associations, and tourism
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developers) exercise their right to exploit their property as they like
modifying seriously local resources, generating land use conflicts and
other externalities, thus detracting from an area’s overall quality. State
and communal regimes present similar problems.

As tourism develops, changes in resource regimes occur but usually
autonomously, unplanned, and hastily to reap short-term benefits. Pub-
lic or communal property may be sold to private developers, or open
access resources illegally developed (not necessarily for tourism) as visi-
tation causes induced development (Briassoulis 2000), and so on.
Changes in resource management may ensue and cause adverse
environmental and socioeconomic impacts (such as pristine public or
open access land being privately developed for mass tourism, or
active recreation).

The heterogeneity of the tourism commons renders the “appropri-
ation problem” (Ostrom 1990)—characteristic of all CPRs—even more
important and critical. The question is which group of users has rights
over a given resource. For some components of the tourism com-
mons—elements of the natural environment primarily but, frequently,
the BTEs and infrastructure—such use rights do not exist in general
(e.g. rights over the use of shorelines, vistas or even sunsets). Keen
competition among users eventually damages the resources upon
which tourism develops. The appropriation problem may be difficult
to address directly and depends on the prevailing political philosophy.
When resource regimes change, use rights also change, providing
avenues for resolving problems of CPR misuse. But then “those who
have long exercised stewardship over a resource can be excluded”
(Ostrom et al 1999:280). This may be the case, for example, with
indigenous populations selling their properties to foreign tourism
investors.

Multitude, Heterogeneity, and Use Varieties. The tourism commons are
associated naturally with heterogeneous functions and users each hav-
ing different interests, aspirations, and expectations regarding
resources. Especially pronounced are the cultural differences between
tourists, as temporary users, and locals. Foreign investors have totally
different perceptions and interests from those of the host community,
implying different systems of understanding, norms, behavior, and pat-
terns of resource use (Andereck 1997; Edensor 2000), which may lead
to resource misuse. A prominent example is water, whose usage by
tourists is six to ten times higher than by locals, creating problems in
water-deficient regions (Mediterranean, Caribbean, South America).

Differences in perception about costs and benefits of resource use
among so heterogeneous, and usually uncoordinated, groups results
in overexploitation and degradation. Lack of perception of their col-
lective interest in using resources wisely does not promote this interest
adequately if at all (Olson 1965 cited in Ostrom 1990). Conditions are
aggravated in tourism areas with inelastic supply of resources and situ-
ated amidst global commons (for example, the open seas) such as
islands. Competition becomes keener as users share a limited resource
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base, and the absence of governance structures for open access
resources leaves ample room for “free riding”.

Free-Riding. When resource use is unrestricted, as in open access
resources, or rules of use difficult to institute and enforce, users often
“free ride” (Bromley 1991; Ostrom 1990). Tourism complexes are
erected within environmentally sensitive areas, agriculture and manu-
facturing pollute water, air, and aesthetics, and so on. Healy (1994)
associates “free riding” with the so-called “investment incentive prob-
lem”; when use is unrestricted, investors are discouraged from improv-
ing or controlling their use or from engaging in activities that would
reduce overuse and destruction of a given resource. Hence, resources
are overused and eventually destroyed (Healy 1994).

Most constituents of the tourism commons are subject (or are
prone) to “free riding” by tourists and locals, the most vulnerable being
the BTEs, the natural environment, and infrastructure. However, every-
thing depends on the power of the government to restrict “free riding”
incidences through various mechanisms such as resource use regu-
lations and pricing (Healy 1994). The lack of rules and/or their inad-
equate implementation in several countries (Central America, Africa,
Southeast Asia, Southern Europe) victimize many components of the
tourism commons. Tourism developers and service providers take
advantage of lax regulations and enforcement or even corrupt public
authorities and freely utilize resources without contributing to the costs
of their maintenance, upgrading, or restoration. Nontourism activities
(such as agriculture and residential development) also “free ride” on
resources completing the circle of resource overuse. The development
of informal activities aggravates this situation. By definition, these are
clandestine, “hidden” from the public eye, being, thus invisible
resource users that are the most difficult to control (Briassoulis 1999).

Cumulative Impacts. Incremental, independent decisions made by
numerous and diverse resource users produce cumulative impacts on
the tourism commons. These are manifested gradually over time when
it is usually too late to control them effectively. Initially, such resources
as the natural environment, infrastructure, and local facilities may have
spare (carrying) capacity to absorb small impacts. When more users
are added this capacity is exhausted and cumulative impacts produce
stress on resources. The smaller the size of the commons and the
higher their sensitivity to change, as in the case of many islands, the
more serious cumulative impacts are as congestion and overexploit-
ation of resources occur sooner and are more visible.

Spatial and Temporal Simultaneity of Impacts. As already discussed,
most commons provide simultaneous input and sink services to tour-
ism and nontourism activities. Thus, they are modified, usually
adversely, while they are being used. Or, as Picard (1993)and Wilson
(1997), both cited in Tucker (2001), put it: “tourism destroys the
object of its desire”. Excessive use in high seasons leads to a lower
quality product than that which tourists wish to consume. To keep it
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intact, corrective actions can be neither postponed to a later date nor
be undertaken elsewhere (Briassoulis 2000).

Volatility of Tourist Demand. Investing in improvements or mainte-
nance of the commons is risky because tourist demand is volatile due
to changing preferences, competition from other destinations, and the
manipulation of flows and costs and quality of services made by inter-
mediaries (Chambers 1997; Pleumarom 1994). Both foreign and local
tourism entrepreneurs and authorities usually adopt a “wait and see”
approach towards preserving the commons because they face the
dilemma of maintaining facilities that may remain long unused, or
never used, as originally planned if the demand drops. At best, they
take partial measures to ameliorate such acute resource problems as
overcrowding of beaches or uncollected garbage, if these threaten
their perceived (short-term) profits. By contrast, publicly owned
resources are usually maintained and improved to support tourism
development. But, individual initiatives to protect natural and cultural
resources for longer-term benefit depend on people’s attitudes and
the level of economic development of their community.

Resource Regimes. The property regimes of several components of
the commons may be inappropriate, or simply inadequate, to secure
their protection and maintenance. For example, private property may
not be subject to environmental and aesthetic regulations. Problems
arise also in such dynamic, uncontrolled, and highly heterogeneous
environments, as rules for the use of common pool resources are diffi-
cult to establish and enforce (Edwards and Steins 1998). Extant mech-
anisms may function inadequately or break down over time for reasons
whose discussion is beyond the scope of this paper (Bromley 1991;
Dasgupta et al 1997; Dasgupta and Maler 1997; Hollick and Cooper
1997; Ostrom 1990). Furthermore, institutional apparatuses for the
coordination of the diverse property regimes of the commons do not
exist, because they are not conceived holistically if at all.

Decision Making and Planning Culture and Structure. The rate and
intensity of resource exploitation depends on the decision making
mode of the diverse appropriators and users of the commons, a func-
tion itself of property regimes and socioeconomic conditions (Edwards
and Steins 1998). Shortsighted decisions of tourism and other
entrepreneurs usually result in resource-exploitative, and frequently,
unplanned development of various types. Whenever resources are
exhausted, well-off investors move to other locations, leaving behind
them degraded areas (such as beaches, forests, traditional settlements,
quarries, farms) that may attract tourists of lower spending power (and
different behavior) only. Users, especially tourists, may damage
resources when they do not comply with norms of “proper” use. This
includes uncontrolled and improper snorkeling that destroys coral
reefs, inconsiderate water use or flower collection by tourists.

Spatial planning decisively affects the state of the commons. Absence
or lax enforcement of planning provisions, still a reality in many desti-
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nations, together with the possible lack of perception of CPRs by plan-
ners, permits resource appropriators and users to act without coordi-
nation and the fear of sanctions. Still worse, it encourages the
development of informal tourism and other activities that use up
resources and escape regulation, if they are not favored by local auth-
orities in certain cases. The absence of a system to control the positive
and negative externalities of various activities causes inefficiencies in
resource use.

Contextual Factors. Space limitations permit only a selective dis-
cussion of those environmental, economic, sociocultural, political, and
institutional forces that act upon and influence local development and,
consequently, resource use, within any time period (the issue of
change is discussed later). Contextual factors are critical in CRP use
and management (Edwards and Steins 1998), although extremely dif-
ficult to disentangle and study. These may influence the commons
both directly and indirectly. Political or social unrest and events, for
example, may moderate tourist flows to an area thus reducing related
stress on resources.

More often than not, however, contextual factors directly influence
the demand and supply of local resources by both tourism and other
activities. Powerful supralocal resource appropriators and users fre-
quently dominate tourism development in host areas. Differences in
technological and economic power and competence between them
and the local population generate additional conflicts and hamper the
management of the commons, as power inequalities bias the develop-
ment process (Hollick and Cooper 1997). The more economically and
technologically advanced players usually win the game, especially in
destinations that depend strongly on external sources of inputs for
their survival.

Similarly, tourism intermediaries of all kinds—who are usually out-
siders to the host area—may hold a strong (if not monopolistic) pos-
ition in controlling tourist flows as well as the quantity and quality
of services provided at destinations. Thus, they influence the use of
resources, exploiting those that are easier to manipulate and fre-
quently escaping the obligation to pay for resource use. The same is
true for activities such as mining, agriculture, industry, and trade that
compete for local resources. In the absence of coordinating and regu-
latory mechanisms, they make unrestricted use of resources, affecting
their quality and quantity available to other users.

Regional and economic development policies relating to subsidies,
incentives, taxation, and infrastructure influence the locational
decisions of the users of the commons. Political regimes determine the
degree of local autonomy in making and implementing decisions. In
highly centralized systems, locals are not active participants in decision
making, a situation encountered in several, but not only, developing
countries, for example Greece and Portugal. In such circumstances,
“local users may engage in a game of ‘cops and robbers’ with outside
authorities” (Ostrom et al 1999:281). Local dissatisfaction may alienate
residents from their resource base as, more generally, “when new users
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arrive … members of the initial community feel threatened and may
fail to enforce their own self-restraint, or they may even join the race
to use up the resource” (Ostrom et al 1999:280). Support of local par-
ticipation in decision making for sustainable tourism development
(Eber 1992) is advocated to avoid exactly such situations.

Socioeconomic, Technological, and Cultural Change. Changing modes
of economic organization (globalization playing an instrumental role)
and the ensuing technological change and economic restructuring in
tourism areas produce changes in the patterns and/or intensity of
resource use. Problems arise which extant institutional structures are
not equipped to regulate (Goodall and Stabler 1997) and resource
degradation ensues. The change from small-scale, family-based to
large-scale, corporate-based tourism development brings about
changes in the demand for and management of land, water, and other
resources that are more serious in countries with underdeveloped or
nonexistent land use and resource planning and management insti-
tutions. Haphazard development results, which taxes local resources
and eventually tourism itself.

Tourism areas experience considerable sociocultural change as dif-
ferent cultures meet with the locals’ and value exchanges occur
(Mathieson and Wall 1992; Sharpley 1994). Environmental ethos is
eroded (O’Riordan and Turner 1983) and changing sociocultural
relationships and behavior eventually modify the patterns of resource
utilization. Other social and environmental forces (such as population
and climate change) may also modify the man–resource relationships;
consequently, the patterns of resource utilization become more
exploitative, leading to resource degradation and destruction. Island
destinations offer dramatic examples of sociocultural change and its
implications on the state of commons due to their relative physical and
social isolation (Briguglio, Butler, Harrison and Filho 1996; Robinson
and Boniface 1999).

Evidently, complex, socioculturally and historically determined, and
tightly interwoven factors, whose control is frequently difficult or
impossible, underlie the tragedy of the tourism commons which is sim-
ultaneously the tragedy of the tourism product as it gradually loses very
vital constituents. This tragedy is the outward expression of the deeper
malfunctioning and unsustainability of host areas and their broader
regions, because most criteria for sustainable development are not met.
Hence, the question is how to avert the destruction of the commons,
how to achieve the “catharsis” of their tragedy by means of appropri-
ate policies.

Managing the Tourism Commons for Sustainable Development

A central concern in the management of CPRs is the choice of the
most appropriate property regime: public, private, or common. This
depends on the characteristics of the CPRs and the socioeconomic and
political context concerned (Bromley 1991; Dasgupta and Maler 1997;
Ostrom 1990; Ostrom et al 1999). The real world diversity of the com-
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mons suggests that the feasibility of applying any one or combinations
of property regimes can be assessed only for concrete cases.

Policies for the management of the tourism commons should aim
to promote the sustainable development of destinations and their
broader regions; to be holistic, as by using the more comprehensive
definition of the tourism commons; to balance the interests of multiple
uses and users; to acknowledge and accommodate the spatial and tem-
poral variability of the commons; and to encourage wide local partici-
pation and autonomy in decision making. To achieve these goals, spe-
cific, interrelated principles should guide policy design. An integrated
approach to policy formulation should treat the totality of host areas
and their broader regions and adopt a spatial framework (Collins
1999) as a basis for integration: sectoral, institutional, administrative,
temporal, among the components of the commons, and among econ-
omy, environment, and society.

The adaptive resource management paradigm should frame the
development of management options (Berkes and Folke 1998; Holling,
Berkes and Folke 1998) and the choice of resource regimes and of
rules to coordinate them. Adaptive management embraces wide par-
ticipation, indigenous knowledge, continual monitoring, flexible pol-
icy design, and frequent review of management practices. This process
accommodates dynamic change and uncertainty in a way no other
method does (Berkes and Folke 1998). Therefore, it is best suited to
address the spatial and temporal variability of the tourism commons,
to respond efficiently to the inherent uncertainty of current and future
demand for and supply of resources, and to facilitate trade-offs among
multiple and, inevitably, conflicting interests.

The specificity and the precautionary principles keep with the above
paradigm. The former requires actions “adapted to different situations,
circumstances and contingencies … inspired by the ecological, and
economic comparative advantages of the region and by the historical
and cultural background of the populations involved…” (Castri
1995:4). The latter suggests diversification of development options,
conservation of genetic, social, ecological. and cultural resources, and
avoidance of waste (Perrings 1991).

Whenever possible, individuals and communities should be empow-
ered to make and implement decisions locally. This is the subsidiarity
principle calling for actions at the lowest possible level and for external
intervention only when certain functions cannot be performed locally
(McClendon 1993; Schleicher-Tapesser 1999). Locals become “stew-
ards” of the commons and external appropriators accountable to them
for the use of resources. Participatory and consensual approaches to
policy design as well as development of horizontal, non-hierachical
relationships and networks among the appropriators and users of the
commons should be encouraged. These might promote social equity
and self-reliance and foster cooperation based on mutually agreed
objectives and rules, open processes of entry and leave, and compe-
tition (Bramwell and Lane 2000; Schleicher-Tapesser 1999).

To comply with these goals and principles, policies should contain
certain basic elements. A framework common property resource
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regime is an essential and fundamental requirement to advance inte-
gration, coordination, and flexibility, to internalize new uses into exist-
ing commons by establishing new collective choice arenas (Edwards
and Steins 1998), and to manage transitions between regimes. This is
justified by the high costs of private transactions, risk, and variability,
and the relatively high total value of tourism resources (Clapp and
Meyer 2000).

Assignment of unambiguous resource regimes to the components
of the tourism commons is a critical prerequisite for promoting social
equity and self-sufficiency in tourism areas and their broader regions,
because it affects the distribution of costs and benefits. In several coun-
tries, property regimes for such resources as water are vague and uncer-
tain. These are, essentially, unprotected, “open access” resources. Con-
verting these to “common property” resources is suggested as an
important condition to protect them against “free riding” (Bromley
1991). Moreover, the advent of tourism necessitates the re-examination
of prevailing resource regimes that have developed under different
socioeconomic and cultural conditions and their adaptation to the new
demands placed by tourism on local resources (Clapp and Meyer 2000;
Ingerson 1997).

Governance systems for the tourism commons as a whole and their
individual components are needed to establish rules of collective
behavior and principles of resource allocation in host areas and offer
the requisite authority that legitimizes and protects the rights and
duties of local and nonlocal resource appropriators and users (Healey
1997). Nonlocals include foreign tourism producers (investors, devel-
opers, tourism agents) and consumers (the tourists). They should
advance local autonomy and provide for the two basic requirements
for solving CPR problems: restricting or controlling access to sensitive
resources and creating incentives for users to invest in resource mainte-
nance and enhancement (Healy 1994; Ostrom et al 1999). Governance
systems should include a spatial planning apparatus to coordinate tour-
ism and other activities and secure the preservation of natural, built,
and sociocultural resources (Collins 1999).

Collaboration and partnerships are essential to the development of
bonds and networks among the diverse local and nonlocal, public,
semi-public, and private user groups for mutual benefit and social equ-
ity (Bramwell and Lane 2000). Lastly, education of appropriators and
users of the tourism commons is fundamental to influence their per-
ception about their integrity, to persuade them that the joint benefits
of coordinated management and use outweigh the costs, and, thus,
to sensitize them to their “common” interest in sustainable resource
management and use (cf. Ostrom et al 1999:281).

CONCLUSION

Resources used in tourism possess the characteristics of “common
pool resources” (CPRs)—nonexcludability and subtractability. This
paper defined the tourism commons holistically as the collection of
all tangible and intangible resources and argued that they are identical
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to the tourist product. The analysis focused mostly on the tangible
components of the commons and the problems arising from their
interactions with tourism and other activities and hampering the sus-
tainable development of tourism areas indefinitely. It suggested parti-
cular factors to explain their “tragedy” and proposed goals, principles,
and elements of policies for their management. It is conjectured that
as long as tourism resources are not viewed as CPRs and the policy
principles proposed are not adhered to, the tragedy of the commons
will stay with tourism areas for long into the future.

Theoretical and empirical research should take the introductory
analysis offered here several steps further. Two theoretical issues
deserve deeper analysis: the sociocultural intangible resources and
their “tragedy” in the process of tourism development, and the close
interrelationships between the tangible and intangible components of
the commons that may reveal more sensible policy proposals. Empiri-
cal research in diverse tourism settings should shed light on the actual
nature, functioning, problems, and management of the commons.
More importantly, action research will contribute greatly to testing vari-
ous management options under a common property regime for the
tourism commons as defined here and to identifying the conditions
under which they succeed or fail. In this perspective, a more general
proposal may be tested; namely, that the nature and sensitivity of some
local resources, may indicate that tourism is not an option for sus-
tainable local development (Collins 1999).�A
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