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Abstract: The article examines the conditions under which community-based management or comanagement is likely to 
result in either (I)successful collaboration between a state agency and a local community or (ii) “capture” of a public agency 
by private or special interests.  The article focuses on the role of state agencies in the creation and maintenance of successful 
comanagement regimes and discusses how state agencies can facilitate the creation of social trust while retaining 
independence and a concern for broader public interests The author argues that a combination of bureaucratic autonomy 
and an effective, independent judiciary is an important institutional component of success.  The argument is illustrated with 
the case of a comanagement regime for salmon fisheries in the U.S. Pacific Northwest.   
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1.  INTRODUCTION  
 The appropriate balance between state and 
community as the primary source of institutions to 
structure social interaction is a perennial question in 
politics.  Competing perspectives are nowhere more 
evident than in environmental policy, where overlapping 
boundaries, complicated relationships between public and 
private goods, and a lack of agreement about how 
environmental resources should be valued create 
problems that confound simple institutional design. The 
partial devolution of authority for natural resource 
management and environmental policymaking from 
centralized state control to community-based control or 
co-management is currently a very popular idea among 
international aid organizations, NGOs and some state 
agencies in developing countries. In the United States 
and other industrialized countries, the desire to “reinvent 
government” in leaner and more efficient forms is part of 
the impetus behind experiments with “watershed 
councils,” “stakeholder participation forums” and other 
attempts to increase community involvement in 
environmental decision making.   In most cases, these 
experiments in community-based management has been 
preceded by failures in traditional state-centered  policies 
or a perception that such approaches are likely to fail.  
While much work has been done on why such approaches 
fail, research into prerequisites for success or failure in 
community-based or co-management systems is in the 
early stages (Pinkerton 1989, McCay and Jentoft 1995, 
Jentoft and Kristoffersen 1989, Ostrom 1990, Hanna 
1998, Singleton 1998).  Although sympathetic to these 
ideas and initiatives, I want in this paper to identify some 

potential problems with community-based or 
comanagement and explore how variations in 
institutional design affect such state/community 
collaborations.1    
 The uncritical enthusiasm with which 
community-based approaches to resource management in 
developing countries was initially greeted has given way 
to more measured evaluations.  While community or co-
management is generally expected to result in more 
equitable resource-sharing between states and 
communities and thus benefit communities as a whole, in 
situations where communities are highly unequal or 
fractured along lines of caste, gender, age, or ethnicity, 
establishing or strengthening formal village authority is 
not likely to facilitate more equitable internal distribution 
(Jodha 1996).  While strengthening “traditional” 
structures of authority or creating new ones may improve 
resource management, it may do so at some cost to less 
powerful members of communities who find their 
customary access to resources blocked by newly created 
or revitalized village authorities (Agarwal 1997).  In 
addition, the character of local institutions of social 
control is altered by the process of formalization and 
state affirmation that accompanies government-
sanctioned community management or comanagement.  
Rather than a process through which local authority is 
affirmed, community or co-management might be seen as 
a foil through which states co-opt local autonomy by 
“inscribing” local institutions with state power and 
legitimacy (Agrawal 1998). While both of these different 
sets of questions are important areas of research, in this 
paper I want to consider a contrasting issue: the difficult 
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balance that must be maintained by states if they are to 
encourage cooperation while at the same time resisting  
the “capture”of state resource management agencies by 
the communities (or some subset of interests within those 
communities) with which they seek to form collaborative 
partnerships.   Agency capture is a familiar concept to 
those who study regulation of industry, but this important 
possibility has been neglected by students of co-
management and community-based management of 
natural resources.  My conclusion is that successful co-
management requires a role for the state that goes 
considerably beyond the currently very popular 
“minimalist” model, in which the state role is confined to 
facilitating cooperation between parties, supplying stable 
rules and acting as a third-party enforcer of such rules. 

The paper begins with a brief history of thought 
on the management of what are generally called common 
pool resources (CPRs) --- resources that are subtractible, 
but jointly used.  Examples from the natural environment 
include many forests, the atmosphere, the world’s oceans, 
many fisheries and public spaces.  At some level we are 
all dependent on such resources for survival, but in 
addition to that, many people, particularly the rural poor 
in parts of the developing world, and particularly women 
in those societies, derive a significant portion of their 
incomes from these resources.2  People from the wealthy, 
developed countries are also highly dependent on the 
continued health of various “commons” albeit in 
somewhat different, perhaps less immediate, but 
nonetheless vital ways.3   
 
 
1. GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES  
  
Early work on CPRs focused on the dire outcomes that 
were said to result when individuals were faced with 
situations in which individually rational actions lead to 
collectively suboptimal outcomes.  Despite mixed 
historical evidence, the tragedy-of-the-commons 
metaphor was profoundly influential on a generation of 
resource policy makers, no doubt in part because it fitted 
so well with the prevailing spirit of crusading optimism 
with respect to the capacity of states to improve people’s 
lives through management and control.4  But by 
the1980s, social scientists had begun to take a more 
positive view of the capacity of local communities to 
sustainably manage resources endogenously.  Currently, 
there is substantial empirical evidence documenting a 
wide array of institutional arrangements that have existed 
historically to create and maintain rules for the 
management of local resources.   In some cases these 
institutions pre-dated state control, in others, they have 
operated in its shadow, and in a few cases, they function 
with legal backing and state support (Netting 1981, 

McKean 1982, McCay and Acheson 1987, Berkes et al. 
1989, 1998, Ostrom 1990, Hanna 1998).   
 What this more nuanced and complicated 
empirical record shows is that both communities and 
states have sometimes succeeded and sometimes failed at 
managing natural resource systems sustainably (Feeny, 
Berkes, McCay and Acheson 1990; Baland and Platteau 
1996; McCay and Jentoft 1998).  The issue becomes one 
of analyzing what states can do, what communities can 
do, what they can/cannot do together, and how 
institutions affect the outcomes of such collaborations. 
 
 
2.1  When community management succeeds 
  
The evidence suggests that local communities can be 
successful at managing CPRs endogenously but in order 
to do so they must meet four necessary conditions: (i)they 
must have a preference for sustainable management 
relative to (e.g.) liquidating the resource and investing 
the proceeds elsewhere; (ii) they must have the 
capability, the social and material resources, to solve the 
variety of collective action problems associated with 
creating and maintaining resource management 
institutions; (iii) they must understand or have 
appropriate beliefs about what actions are necessary for 
sustainable resource use; (iv) they must have sufficient 
information available to them to allow for the creation of 
effective management regulations.  As Elinor Ostrom 
and others have argued in the case of small-scale CPRs, 
the governance mechanisms themselves must satisfy 
certain additional conditions (Ostrom 1990). Large-scale, 
transboundary resource systems are very difficult for (sets 
of) local users to manage well because the conditions 
noted above must be met and there must be sufficient 
social capital between the (possibly numerous) user-
groups to allow them to create and maintain a set of 
management institutions to coordinate their joint use.   
 The theory of iterated games provides one 
explanation for why strong, close-knit communities have 
often been relatively successful in creating and 
maintaining well-designed institutions to govern the 
resource system upon which they rely.  Many of the 
factors associated with the emergence of cooperation 
equilibria in iterated mixed motive games---low discount 
rates, the ability to detect and punish defection, stability 
of players---are present in traditional communities 
(Taylor 1982). While many of these same conditions also 
make it more likely that communities can be successful 
co-managers, it is important to note that a close-knit 
community is not necessarily a homogeneous community, 
and the fact that a community has the capacity to solve 
collective action problems does not mean it will choose to 
manage resources sustainably, that it will solve internal 
distributional problems in an equitable manner or that it 
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will manage resources in such a way as to provide public 
goods to larger collectivities. What the literature on 
local-level CPR management does seem to indicate is 
that communities meeting the conditions above are able 
to utilize certain inherent comparative advantages in 
managing local resources effectively and efficiently.  
Specifically, local users have access to detailed and 
timely information about local resource conditions, which 
allows them to tailor regulations to diverse environments 
and to react more quickly to changing circumstances.  In 
addition, it is often easier and less costly for local 
communities to monitor and enforce regulations 
themselves, rather than relying on poorly-funded state 
enforcement.   Stable property rights will, ceteris 
paribus, also encourage low discounting of further 
benefits from the resource system.    
 Community management is likely to fail when 
there is rapid change in the factors that affect the demand 
for the resource---population growth, market integration 
and technological innovation, which has the effect of 
increasing the efficiency of harvesters and encouraging 
new claimants (Baland and Platteau 1996).  These 
developments may also weaken the cohesiveness of the 
community and its hold over its members---and hence its 
capacity to regulate resource use---as greater mobility, 
new cultural values, demographic change and the 
presence of overlapping, competing systems of authority 
create situations where individuals have greater 
opportunities to “shop around” for forums that favor their 
circumstances. 
    
2.2.  What States Can Do 
 
State managers have certain capacities that local 
communities lack.  The same social distance from local 
users that raises the costs of monitoring and enforcement 
can also insulate state managers from the negative social 
pressure that can be brought to bear on those who impose 
conservation measures or redistribute harvest 
opportunities.  State  managers may have access to 
larger-scale ecological information as well as tools of 
data analysis that are not available to local communities.  
States can help to enforce communal property rights by 
providing protection from outsiders and they can 
facilitate cooperation between communities sharing a 
transboundary resource system.  States have greater 
access to financial resources, which may be used to 
provide subsidies that compensate locals for the provision 
of various public goods---leaving trees standing in 
riparian zones to protect watersheds, preserving 
biodiversity, etc.  States may also provide access to credit 
or short-term income support to groups whose poverty 
would compel them to avoid otherwise desirable 
conservation projects that are slow to show returns on 
investments. 

 From forests, fisheries, grazing commons and 
the like are derived various public goods (for example, 
biodiversity or the existence value of wild salmon stocks), 
and private goods (timber, fish, fodder, etc.).  It is often 
the case that focusing on the production of potentially 
divisible goods require trade-offs with indivisible goods,.5  
Local users are more likely to be interested in the 
production of private, divisible goods unless public goods 
such as watershed protection have clearly apparent, well-
understood local effects.  State managers, to the extent 
that they are controllable through well-functioning 
mechanisms of democratic accountability, are more likely 
to be responsive to pressures emanating from a larger 
public to protect public goods, although this assumption 
obviously needs to be qualified where an agency’s 
revenues are generated largely through license fees or 
through contracts for the extraction of particular 
commodities. 
  
2.3. Co-management6 
 
The appeal of co-management---a hybrid regime 
combining centralized and decentralized, state and 
community institutions----is obvious.  By carving up the 
responsibilities of management in such a way as to take 
advantage of the capacities and incentives of both state 
and local managers, comanagement has the potential to 
succeed where both states and communities alone have 
failed.  The basic rationale is grounded in both efficiency 
and legitimacy.  The efficiency argument is twofold: first, 
both higher quality and less costly information is 
available in a comanagment process because local 
knowledge about the functioning of a particular 
ecosystem can be combined with scientific knowledge 
produced by state agency scientists to produce a more 
complete, finely-tuned set of information upon which to 
base management decisions; and second, monitoring and 
enforcement can be more effective by virtue of being 
local, while oversight by state regulators interjects some 
measure of accountability to the larger collectivity.  The 
legitimacy of the system is enhanced by involvement of 
user-groups and community members, which may result 
in people being more willing to comply voluntarily with 
and even exceed the requirements placed upon them.  In 
this sense, at least, there is nothing radically different 
about co-management, since it could be said that any 
good system of governance depends on such horizontal 
and vertical social capital (Taylor 1996).  

Although comanagement has the potential to 
manage resources more equitably, efficiently, and 
sustainably, there is obviously nothing inevitable about 
such an outcome. Perhaps a more useful way to evaluate 
comanagement is to consider the ways its establishment 
disrupts the settled routines of relations between different 
sets of actors and in so doing, creates new opportunities 
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for both competition and cooperation and for the exercise 
of control and resistance. 

 
 

3. COOPERATION AND CAPTURE  
  
Two major institutional design problems must be solved 
in order to establish and maintain a successful co-
management regime.  The first concerns how states and 
communities can create effective institutions in situations 
where they have both shared and competing interests.  
The second is how, having once created such institutions, 
each party can avoid having its agents corrupted or 
having its interests “captured” by the other. An agency is 
“captured” when either an entire agency or a subset of 
agents identifies its interests as so tightly bound up with 
the interests of those they are charged with regulating 
that they no longer have the inclination to defend the 
broader public’s interests or their own agency’s 
independence.  Capture may result from a variety of 
factors ranging from outright graft to a simple desire to 
minimize conflict.  Capture is most likely to occur where 
close or symbiotic relationships have developed between 
bureaucratic actors, elected officials and regulated 
interests, where public interests are broadly dispersed and 
opportunities for public participation in policymaking are 
limited.            
 In establishing a community-based or co-
management regime for managing natural resources, 
both states and communities want to (i) maximize their 
share of the harvest of resource stocks; and (ii) shape the 
resource investments and planning in the direction 
toward the production of resources most useful to it; and 
(iii) shift the costs of management onto the other party .  
State managers would prefer that communities faithfully 
carry out day-to-day monitoring and enforcement and 
supply the state with on-the-ground information, while 
allowing the state to dictate the overall resource 
exploitation strategy and appropriate the largest share of 
the harvest.  The community would like access to the 
state’s technical skills and investment resources, but 
would prefer to receive the greatest share of resource 
harvesting opportunities.  Both sides would like to 
minimize conflict.   A simplified, relatively efficient 
division of labour between a state agency and a 
community co-managing a CPR such as a fishery might 
involve the following steps:  (1) the state agency gathers 
and analyzes information (including information 
furnished by local users) about the status of the resource 
system and uses this information to generate various 
alternatives that are consistent with long-term 
sustainability; 7(2) the two sides negotiate shares and the 
general parameters of regulatory measures aimed at 
reaching those harvest targets, as well as, perhaps, a 
schedule for long-term investments designed to enhance 

or maintain the productivity of the system; (3) both local 
communities and state agencies develop specific 
regulations to govern the harvesting of their shares.  
Communities bear primary responsibility for 
implementing and enforcing regulations governing their 
members with periodic oversight by state agencies.  
 It is obvious that each step is offers many 
opportunities for advantage-seeking on either side---e.g. 
the state may withhold or misrepresent information 
valuable to the local group or fail to maintain its 
promises to invest resources in the system; the local 
community may conceal information that could adversely 
affect its harvest opportunities or fail to enforce the 
agreed regulations.  Given that many co-management 
regimes grow out of a prior history of conflictual 
relations, a pattern of opportunistic or adversarial 
behavior may have already been established, and in that 
context such actions may be seen by the actors 
themselves as either ‘acts of resistance’ (if done by 
community users) or ‘upholding proper management 
practices’(if done by state managers).    
 Given the two sides’ shared and conflicting 
interests, a successful co-management regime would be 
one in which the state tolerates a community’s occasional 
infractions of formal rules as long as the community 
honours the spirit of the agreement by supplying reliable 
local information and maintaining credible enforcement.  
Both sides would resist the temptation to appeal to third 
parties in solving their disputes.  Mutual cooperation 
would allow each side to focus on the tasks for which it 
has a comparative advantage while enjoying the benefits 
of collaboration.  Yet if either side succumbs to the 
temptation to behave opportunistically, it is likely to 
trigger retaliation by the other.  For example, if a 
community begins consistently to overharvest or fails to 
maintain long-term investments in the system, state 
agencies will begin to shift their resources from 
productive investments to enforcement, enforcement 
agents will insist that community users be punished 
heavily for minor violations, a culture of resistance may 
begin to flourish among users that then prompts the state 
to resort to increasingly coercive enforcement in a cycle 
that grows ever more vicious and difficult to reverse.8  
 What are the conditions that encourage mutual 
cooperation among state and community managers?  
Obviously neither state nor community managers can 
cooperate with one another unless they have some degree 
of flexibility of action or bureaucratic discretion.  In 
addition, the theory of iterated games suggests parties are 
more likely to arrive at a stable, cooperative equilibrium 
under certain well-known conditions---stability of 
players, low discount rates, the expectation of ongoing 
interaction.  It is to be expected, then, that states and 
communities are more likely to avoid the conflict-ridden, 
inefficient pattern of interaction depicted above if both 
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parties are confident that the co-management regime is 
likely to be long-lived, if turnover of personnel in the 
relevant agencies is relatively low, and if management 
agencies have enough independence from the larger 
political structures of which they are a part so that their 
commitments are credible.   
 Yet, as has been pointed out in the literature on 
cooperative versus punitive regulatory styles, the same set 
of conditions that encourages the evolution of mutual 
cooperation also encourages capture and corruption 
(Ayres and Braithwaite 1992). The general problem of 
capture and corruption has been recognized both in the 
literature and in the real world of regulatory politics such 
as when police departments forbid officers from 
fraternization with known criminals or where regulatory 
personnel are routinely rotated from one location to 
another.  A recent World Bank report notes that the 
problem is “particularly acute for street-level 
bureaucracies whose operators . . . interact daily with the 
people they serve, are geographically dispersed, are 
granted substantial discretion, and produce outputs that 
are difficult to monitor and are not subject to competitive 
pressure” (World Bank 1997:91).  All of these conditions 
apply in many of the situations where comanagement of 
natural resource systems is being attempted.       
 In order to bring about successful collaboration, 
state managers must resist the temptation to take 
advantage of communities by, for example, punishing 
them for minor infractions or by usurping more than the 
state’s negotiated share, yet be prepared to punish gross 
violations of the formal and informal rules of the agreed-
upon regulatory system.  In other words, state 
management agencies must see community well-being as 
a  legitimate component of the overall public interest (it 
must not see community user-groups as predatory), but it 
must be able to distinguish if and when those two sets of 
interests diverge.  Nor must it be so afraid of the potential 
for conflict that it fails to maintain an independent 
stance, by, for example, giving in to the community’s 
desire to maximize short-term harvest at the expense of 
long-term productivity.9  
 Successful collaboration requires that states 
simultaneously cultivate social trust and demonstrate the 
capacity and willingness to be tough.  States must be 
credible and reliable, that is, they must maintain a 
reputation of following through on threats and promises 
and establish their ability to exercise self-restraint in the 
face of temptation, yet they must also be flexible, both 
with respect to toleration toward occasional lapses on the 
part of communities and in terms of having the ability to 
respond to differences in the behavior of different 
communities---to match cooperative behavior with 
cooperative responses and defection by punishment.10  
The likelihood for success is greatest where states have 
strong institutional capacities, but even here they must be 

deployed in such as way as to elicit cooperation from 
communities in the form of a willingness to utilize its 
own resources in bringing about shared ends. 
  
3.1 What Accounts for Cooperation or Capture?  
 

The factors that result in either cooperation or 
conflict and in successful collaboration or capture are 
various, but clearly institutions play a role.  Institutions, 
defined broadly as rules and practices, both formal and 
informal, that structure, influence, constrain and 
facilitate social interaction, influence the outcomes of 
strategic interaction between state agencies and 
communities, but they also help to determine their 
particular capabilities.   For both state and community 
managers, institutions define the scope of their authority 
and their relationship to other state and non-state actors, 
the resources they can bring to bear on a problem and the 
criteria for judging their success or failure.  In so doing, 
institutions shape perceptions of the costs and benefits, 
both material and non-material, that can be expected to 
result from particular actions.        
 Clearly state bureaucrats must have the 
discretionary authority to adopt flexible strategies for 
dealing with communities if they are to avoid inefficient, 
conflictual outcomes.  In political systems where state 
bureaucracies are well protected from outside scrutiny, 
we would expect to see both more cooperation and more 
capture.  Political systems in which there are strict 
statutory limits on bureaucratic discretion, or where 
bureaucrats are afforded little political protection from 
competing claimants to a resource system are more likely 
to avoid capture but at the cost of efficiency.  The best 
outcomes are liable to be obtained where bureaucracies 
are relatively autonomous, but where an independent 
judiciary is empowered to conduct oversight and enforce 
agreements arrived at by the parties.  
 Mutual cooperation and successful collaboration 
are obviously more likely to emerge and be sustained 
when both sides have resources that are adequate to carry 
out their previously agreed-to responsibilities, but 
resources must be deployed in such a way as to address 
the dual problem of encouraging cooperation while 
resisting capture.  Agencies must demonstrate that they 
are willing to enforce regulations and that they have 
sufficient monitoring and enforcement capabilities, that 
is, they must have sufficient numbers of enforcement 
personnel who must have some means of conclusively 
establishing when rules are being violated and who are 
motivated to take appropriate action.  At the very least, 
states must demonstrate that state management personnel 
are adequately paid and adequately trained.  A state 
agency’s credibility with respect to whether it will 
actually carry out threats to punish violations is enhanced 
if it has a range of sanctions available to it so that it is 
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not limited to a few, very serious sanctions (Ayres and 
Braithwaite 1992).   
 Resources that increase the bargaining power of 
either a community or a state can be useful in 
demonstrating that it cannot be easily bullied and is 
resistant to capture, but resources must also be devoted to 
enhancing a party’s attractiveness as a potential 
collaborator.  Actions that appear calculated to increase 
absolute, rather than relative gains, and involve the 
commitment of resources that cannot be easily redeployed 
elsewhere, such as investments in the resource system’s 
long-term productivity, signal a commitment to 
cooperation and are more likely to elicit cooperation.  
Such actions might also include state expenditures of 
political capital on the defence of the resource system in 
contests with other state agencies or against competing 
claimants. 
  How actors are constituted affects their relative 
bargaining power and the outcomes of conflicts. The 
state’s interests may be represented by one or more 
different state agencies, each of which operates under a 
somewhat different set of capabilities and under 
somewhat different incentives.  The existence of multiple 
agencies sharing powers increases the transaction costs of 
collaboration, and it may allow communities to 
manipulate outcomes by having conflicts heard by the 
state actors most favourable to their interests. On the 
other hand, it may lessen communities’ fears that in fully 
entering into state partnerships, they may end up forced 
to accept arbitrary state decisions.     
 In many cases, state managers are designing 
regulatory regimes that affect not one, but many 
communities, and negotiations over regulations or 
regulatory change could proceed either individually or 
collectively.  In general, we would expect that state 
bargaining power is enhanced by sequential negotiations, 
although this would depend partly on the bargaining 
rules---if each community within a regional system has 
the power to veto an agreement, the state might prefer to 
bargain collectively, if only to reduce transaction costs.  
Generally, however, states will prefer decentralized, 
sequential bargaining, while communities are likely to 
prefer collective bargaining.  In a large or transboundary 
resource system, outcomes for individual communities 
will be contingent on the outcomes of state negotiations 
with other communities as well as those of their own 
bargains with other communities.  In a multi-party 
bargaining situation where participants have few pre-
existing ties, uncertaininty about outcomes increases and 
it is particularly important that an independent judiciary 
is able to facilitate cooperation by enforcing agreements.  
Rules that determine procedures in the event that the two 
sides fail to reach agreement are equally important.  The 
best situations for the emergence of constructive 
collaboration exist where the outcome of moving the 

conflict to the default forum is relatively predictable and 
mutually undesirable.  Once again, the importance of an 
independent judiciary is apparent, if only to provide such 
a default option.       
 Management systems in which there is 
considerable interaction across a range of issue areas is 
likely to be more conducive to the evolution of 
cooperation because such systems will provide greater 
opportunities for trading between parties who attach 
different values to different resources.  Institutions that 
create situations in which states and communities are 
natural allies against other state or private interests will 
increase the value each is likely to attach to maintaining 
the other as a partner and increase the costs of failing to 
maintain cooperative relations.    
 State/community resource management does not 
occur in isolation, but is embedded in a set of larger 
relationships.  Interactions between states and 
communities are affected by other social actors who have 
either a direct interest in the outcome of resource 
management decisions or who may want to use such 
forums as focal points at which to affect the outcome of 
some other issue.  Particularly in developing countries, 
the communities seeking or exercising comanagement 
authority are often socially marginal groups, and both the 
state and the community may choose strategies in 
regulatory interactions based on their anticipated effects 
relative to the larger dimensions of state/group relations.  
If the group in question is unpopular, electoral 
considerations may make it more difficult for state actors 
to adopt cooperative regulatory strategies.  If the 
community’s leadership is cultivating a reputation for 
toughness, they may find the adoption of a cooperative 
position equally difficult.  
 One set of actors who are likely to have a 
considerable influence on state actors is, unfortunately, 
also likely to make cooperation more difficult.  As John 
Scholz points out in the context of the regulation of 
firms, in situations where agencies may achieve greater 
effectiveness through adopting a cooperative strategy 
with regulated interests, such strategies may be opposed 
by those who would benefit from them because ”. . [they] 
frequently impose problems of control that make effective 
strategies less attractive to policy supporters than safer, 
more controllable strategies (Scholz 1991:115).”  In co-
management situations, groups who lack formal status as 
co-managers (national or international environmental 
organizations, for example) will often find it difficult to 
distinguish cooperation from capture.  This is especially 
problematic in the (many) situtions where resource 
systems are in decline, where environmental processes 
are not well understood and there may be alternative 
explanations for resource productivity or decline.  How 
can states increase the probability of success when 
instituting co-management?  The role of institutions and 
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institutional change in the evolution of co-management 
regimes is illustrated by the following case study. 
  
 
4. CONSTRUCTING COOPERATION IN PNW 

SALMON FISHERIES  
 

 Pacific Northwest salmon fisheries are governed 
by a highly sophisticated management regime in which 
20 American Indian tribes co-manage the area’s salmon 
fisheries along with state, federal and international 
regulatory bodies.  A U.S. federal district court ruling in 
1974 (U.S. v. Washington, 384 F.Supp. 312) concerning 
Indian treaty rights established a 50/50 allocational split 
of harvestable salmon between Indian and non-Indian 
fishermen and ordered the Washington State Department 
of Fish and Wildlife to share management authority 
equally with the tribes.  Once a maelstrom of conflict, the 
co-management system today functions relatively 
smoothly, although a 1995 state referendum forced a 
major reorganization of the state agency and highlighted 
the continued fragility of the regime.     
 The evolution of institutions of state/tribal 
comanagement system of the PNW demonstrates a 
complicated process in which former adversaries have 
reluctantly become partners.  For nearly a decade 
following the court-ordered implementation of co-
management, the two sides were locked in nearly 
continuous conflict that came to involve not only the 
twenty tribes and what were then two state agencies, but 
perhaps as many as a dozen additional state, federal and 
international agencies and commissions, the entire 
Washington State congressional delegation, countless 
local and regional political leaders, multiple levels of the 
both the state and federal court systems, and numerous 
public and private interest groups.     
 Virtually incapable of cooperating on even 
mundane management tasks, the state and tribes litigated 
both serious and trivial disputes, some involving 
minuscule numbers of fish or inconsequential differences 
in management style.  At one point, the federal court was 
forced to assume day-to-day management of the fishery. 
Yet by the early nineties the situation was dramatically 
different.  The two sides cooperated in collecting and 
analyzing data11 and in a host of joint initiatives aimed at 
improving habitat and contructing fish hatcheries, and 
joint harvest management proceeded in a fairly routine 
and orderly, if not always amicable fashion.  Nearly all 
disputes are solved without recourse to third parties or 
the courts.  
 A variety of factors help to explain this striking 
transformation.  One is that after experimenting for more 
than five years with litigated conflict, both sides realized 
that the outcome of mutual defection had been a series of 
court orders which were inflexible, unpredictable and 

grounded on legal, rather than biological criteria.  The 
institutions governing the regime stipulated that neither 
side could act unilaterally, and the default option placed 
both in undesirable positions.  The state had lost the vast 
majority of the court decisions in which it sought to limit 
the tribes’ powers to regulate fisheries, but still possessed 
the authority to at least temporarily block actions by the 
tribes.  Thus both sides were anxious to see a resolution 
that would remove day-day-day decisionmaking from the 
courts.  

Despite the fact that neither side stood to gain by 
continuing the conflict, the influence of outside actors 
appears to have been crucial in ending it.  By the early 
1980s, both the state’s newly elected governor and a 
significant sector of the business community were 
anxious to end the stalemate, especially in light of the 
possibility that further litigation, based on a treaty right 
to protection of salmon habitat, had the potential of 
introducing significant constraints on economic 
development in the state.  The immediate agent for 
change was the new director of the Washington State 
Department of Fisheries, who instituted a series of far-
reaching changes that fundamentally reoriented the 
bureaucratic culture of the agency.  State biologists and 
fisheries managers were told to resolve conflicts with 
tribal fisheries personnel at the level at which they arose, 
rather than allowing them to become legal disputes and 
career advancement within the agency became linked 
with success in reaching agreements with the tribes.  
Ultimately, six of eight occupants of key positions within 
the department either left voluntarily or were replaced 
(Pinkerton and Keitlah 1990).   
 While the agency was being changed from 
within, the director initiated a series of face-to-face 
meetings and retreats with tribal leaders, biologists and 
policymakers and their counterparts at the Washington 
State Departments of Fisheries and Wildlife, which are 
cited by nearly all observers as a critical turning point in 
state-tribal relations.  In addition to providing a forum in 
which the parties were forced to actually discuss their 
differences, they appear to have been symbolically 
important in convincing the tribes that state managers 
were willing to recognize them as legitimate bargaining 
partners.  And by establishing some minimal level of 
common ground, they seem to have made it possible for 
the two sides to begin to work together on projects where 
they had shared interests and common adversaries. Thus 
while the process of transforming the organization was 
initiated from above, it became at least partly self-
generating as fisheries biologists and policy analysts on 
each side came to recognize that there were areas where 
they shared interests and where they were potential allies.  
This artful blend of carrots and sticks laid the 
groundwork for a foundation of functional institutions 
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and at least a modicum of trust between the state and the 
majority of the tribes (Singleton 1998). 
 The resulting institutions confirm the 
expectations of co-management proponents in some 
respects, while in other ways they do not.  The legitimacy 
of the system from the perspective of tribal members has 
been significantly improved, monitoring and enforcement 
is handled effectively and with the cooperation of local 
fishermen.  An unintended consequence has been a 
significant enhancement of tribal institutional capacity as 
the result of the necessity of developing fishery 
management institutions.  On the other hand, the 
expectation that co-management will result in a 
productive division of labour wherein each side focuses 
its energies in areas where it has a comparative 
advantage has not proved to be the case.  Collectively, the 
tribes’ capabilities in data analysis and statistical 
modelling of population dynamics and harvest prediction 
may surpass those of the state agency, in an area where 
one might expect a centralized, state agency to be better 
suited.  Parallel systems of management exist in many 
areas and little, if any, cost-saving has resulted from the 
co-management regime.  While this is partly the  result 
of a particular history of conflict, in any co-management 
situation there are  asymmetries in information, and it is 
perhaps to naïve not to expect that parties will try to 
protect themselves from opportunism by investing 
heavily in research capabilities if this is a viable option 
for them.    
  While the state and the tribes have created a 
variety of accountability mechanisms for dealing with 
problems arising from allocation issues between the two 
sides, they have been less successful in creating such 
mechanisms for the protection of the long-term 
productivity of the resource system.  In recent years, there 
has been increased concern about the productivity of the 
system as a whole and the health and continued viability 
of certain wild stocks in particular.  The rules specify that 
both sides must agree before previously-established 
conservation goals for particular stocks can be violated, 
but the result has been that through a series of mutual 
accommodations, the state and tribes regularly collude in 
each other’s overfishing.  While there are a number of 
causes to the salmon’s long-term decline and overfishing 
is only one of them, the weakness of accountability 
mechanisms and the lack of transparency in decision-
making has led to the perception among some nontribal 
fishing interests and environmental groups that the state 
agency is at least partly captured by the tribes.  This 
perception was the driving force behind a recent voter 
initiative that significantly altered the institutional 
structure of the state Department of Fish and Wildlife 
and attempted to increase control of the agency by non-
tribal fishing interests.   

 Conflicts between the state and the tribes 
diminished markedly during the second decade of 
comanagement, but distributional conflict between the 
tribes greatly increased, producing protracted intertribal 
litigation and court-ordered mediation.  Despite this, the 
tribes continue to be very successful in maintaining 
intertribal organizations and acting collectively in the 
many areas where they share interests. 
   
 
5.  CONCLUSIONS  
 
States can increase the probability of success when 
instituting community-based natural resource regimes or 
co-managmement, but not without considerable effort.  
Such regimes are seldom established de novo, but are 
superimposed on a pre-existing history of 
state/community relations.  While the Pacific Northwest 
case is an extreme example, many co-management 
regimes are instituted in the context of a long-standing 
pattern of hostile relations in which face-to-face 
interaction between state and community representatives 
have either been infrequent or highly charged and 
conflictual.  The social trust that most observers agree to 
be a necessary condition for institutions to function 
effectively is simply not present.   
 There are three main categories of actions states 
must take to enhance the possibility of successful co-
management or community-based management.  First, a 
state must take actions which demonstrate that it is 
committed to genuine co-management and that it 
considers the welfare of the community to be an 
important goal in resource management.  In addition, it 
must demonstrate that it is competent—it has the 
resources necessary to carry out necessary data analysis, 
oversight of community enforcement, etc.  and 
regulations based on its findings can be independently 
verified.  Finally, the regulatory system as a whole must 
be constructed so that mechanisms for accountability that 
apply to both parties are built into the system and are not 
dependent on the actions of particular managers.  
 One lesson that emerges from the Pacific 
Northwest case is that in order to increase the likelihood 
of collaboration, state agencies must create career 
incentives for state managers to consider the well-being 
of communities as an important measure of successful 
management.  That is, it must institute internal policies 
that reward cooperative practices, and it must punish 
those who behave dictatorially or arbitrarily toward their 
counterparts in the community.  The depth of resistance 
among state managers to sharing regulatory authority is 
likely to be deep and multi-layered, however, and having 
strong leadership with support from outside the agency 
may be critical.  As far as is possible, state agencies 
should cultivate good will in the community by 
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employing people in conservation-related work, but 
perhaps at least as important over the longer term are 
nonmaterial incentives such as public recognition for 
local efforts and expertise.  Leaders of state agencies can 
facilitate cooperative relations between state and 
community managers by creating opportunities for face-
to-face interaction in which shared interests can be 
explored outside of the context of daily decision-making.   
Such events could also provide opportunities for skillful 
leaders to create occasions for public covenents between 
state and community managers.12  
 Building confidence among community 
members in the competency of state management 
practices and the science upon which it is based is 
essential for successful management.  A persistent 
problem in resource management is that there is often 
considerable scientific uncertainty associated with 
environmental outcomes.  Particularly in cases where 
there are a large number of disparate users, and where 
the resource system itself overlaps various political 
boundaries, scientific uncertaintly lends itself to strategic 
behaviour and posturing by negotiating parties.13 Even 
with respect to closely-observed local resource systems, 
there is frequently a substantial gap between the 
perceptions of users and state managers about 
environmental facts and processes.   For example, a 
recent survey by wildlife managers in Alaska showed that 
only 22%of native hunters believed that “Caribou 
populations declined for a period since 1970” while 77% 
of managers/biologists believed this to be the case 
(Callaway & Spader 1998).  Nor has the credibility of 
professional managers increased over the last 25 years, if 
this study is any indication.  Only 23% of users were 
more likely to believe professonally-trained biologists 
today than they had been in the 1970s, although 60% of 
the biologists believed that they were perceived as more 
trustworthy (Callaway & Spaeder 1998).  Public 
information campaigns that explain the fundamentals of 
scientific management practics and which incorporate 
local knowledge and epistemologies are essential if there 
is to be a productive synthesis of the skills of both 
community and state managers.  In addition, one of the 
promised benefits of co-management---better rates of 
compliance with regulations—is unlikely to be 
forthcoming as long as restrictions contradict users’ 
beliefs.  
 A third category of steps through which states 
can enhance the durability of successful comanagement is 
via the creation of mechanisms that strengthen 
accountability.  Such mechanisms can encourage 
cooperaation by increasing credibility whicle reducing te 
likelihood of capture and corruption.  The effect of 
institutions should be to reassure communities of the 
seriousness with which state agencies take their 
commitments in negotiated agreements while at the same 

time demonstrating that communities themselves will be 
held accountable to those agreements.  One such 
mechanism is to attach penalties to failures to live up to 
previously agree-to yearly harvest targets.  Another is 
periodic independent audits of state and community 
management practices or of the health and productivity 
of the resource system.  Creating institutions that 
increase transparency in decision-making would help 
both sides resists capture by the other.  It would also 
allow interested groups who are not directly involved in 
the co-management regime to verify that proper 
management practices and sharing arrangements are 
being observed, with the result that they will be less 
likely to interpret cooperation as capture.   
 States that are attempting to design effective 
comangement regimes must solve a series of difficult 
dilemmas:  they must demonstrate that they are tough 
and capable, that is, they must show that they operate 
under clearly-specified rules and restraints, and are 
willing to punish violators; yet they must also remain 
flexible enough to distinguish between major and minor 
violations, and between communities who are routinely 
opportunistic and those for whom transgressions are an 
anomaly.  They must also strengthen local capacities and 
be responsive to local concerns while maintaining an 
independent perspective that is able to represent broader 
public interests.  States with strong institutional 
capabilities are better equipped to create and maintain 
successful co-management regimes, yet it is by states 
with weak or over-taxed institutional capacities that 
comanagement might be most productively employed.   
 As the Pacific Northwest case demonstrates, 
even agencies with strong institutional capacities may 
lack the political will to carry out a successful transition 
to co-management.  The case also highlights the crucial 
role of an independent judiciary. Without the willingness 
of the court to push the various parties into serious 
negotiations and to enforce the agreements that came out 
of what was eventually a multi-dimensional bargaining 
situation, it is difficult to see how an effective co-
management regime could have emerged or been 
sustained in the Pacific Northwest salmon fisheries.  
Interestingly, it was not necessary for the court to be 
especially acute in its understanding of the substantive 
issues of management, in fact, its lack of expertise seems 
to have been one of the factors prompting the parties to 
create workable institutions of their own.   

Co-management does not eliminate the conflicts 
between states and communities over the management of 
natural resource systems, nor does it ensure that 
resources will be managed sustainably.  While 
comanagement opens up new possibilities for 
constructive engagement between state and communities, 
it can also result in a continuation of old conflicts under 
new institutional arrangements or in various forms of 
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capture.  The state’s role in creating and maintaining 
successful co-managment regimes goes far beyond 
“getting the institutions right” or acting merely as a 
third-party enforcer of rules.  And just as co-management 
reconfigures conflicts between states and communities, it 
also alters intercommunity relations and relations among 
community members.  Conflicts between communities or 
groups within communities that are successfully 
submerged in early contests with the state can be 
expected to reemerge and new conflicts to emerge as the 

distributional implications of new arrangements become 
apparent.  Institutions that are effective in solving 
problems of resource sustainability or coordination 
among users are not necessarily equitable institutions.  
Formalizing institutions of community management may 
harden existing inequalities or may create new ones. 
While co-management can reorder relations between 
different sets of actors in a variety of ways, it should be 
viewed as a continuation of conflicts, rather than a 
resolution of them.   
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Endnotes  
1 In the interests of brevity, the article focuses primarily 
on the state’s role in facilitating or undermining 
collaborative efforts.  
2 It is estimated that village commons accounted for 9-26 
% of total income among poor rural households and 
dependence on commons for firewood and fodder is 
between 69-90 % (Jodha 1986).  Dependence is 
particularly high among women (Agarwal 1997).  
3 A recent, highly controversial attempt to quantify the 
value of the ecosystem services and the world’s natural 
capital, much of which is housed in CPRs, calculated the 
total at $16 to 54 trillion, with a yearly  average of $33 
trillion a year, roughly twice the world’s annual GDP of 
$18 trillion (Costanza, et al 1997). 
4 The conclusion that people, at least native people, will 
destroy the resources upon they were dependent if left to 
their own devices was well entrenched in the minds of  at 
least some colonial rulers (Baland and Platteau 1996: 
236, 239).    
5 In may cases this trade-off may be more illusory than 
real, such as when managers devise regulations to 
maximize the take of a particular species, only to 
discover subsequently that in so doing, they have reduced 
the biodiversity and undermined the biological health of 
the entire system. See Wilson, et al  (1994) for a critique 
of scientific management of fisheries.  
6 See McKean 1982; Pinkerton 1989; White, Hale, 
Renard and Cortesi 1994; Baland and Platteau 1996; and 
Singleton 1998 for a sampling of the literature on co-
management).  
7 Resource systems can be managed for a variety of 
purposes and the choice of what goals are to dominate, as 
well as the choice to use one or another scientific models 
in predicting the effects of extractive activities, is imbued 

                                                                                          
with distributional implications for different sorts of 
resource users.     
8 A similar dilemma in the regulation of firms by state 
agencies has been modelled as an iterated prisoners’ 
dilemma (Scholtz 1984, Ayres and Braithwaite 1992).  
Robert Wade applied the PD to the situation faced by 
government irrigation agencies in South Asia and East 
Asia (Wade 1988). 
9 In describing the situation faced by regulatory agencies 
and regulated interests, Ayres and Braithwaite use the 
term “efficient capture” to depict the cooperative 
regulatory position and “inefficient capture” to denote the 
situation in which regulators are unwilling to punish, 
even if this results in the agency receiving the “sucker” 
payoff. (Ayres and Braithwaite 1992). 
10 Game theoretic treatments of the regulatory problem 
between state agencies and regulated firms demonstrate 
that the best strategy when firms are assumed to be 
rational egoists is conditional cooperation or “tit-for-
tat”(Scholtz 1984).  Interestingly, conditional 
cooperation  is also shown to be the best strategy under 
the assumption that there is significant variation between 
firms with respect to the degree to which decision makers 
are concerned with social responsibility, obedience to the 
law, or other extrarational motivations  and where law-
abiding, “good” firms are likely to have such motivations 
undermined by punitive treatment (Ayres and 
Braithwaite 1992).  
11 Data collection and statistical modeling of population 
dynamics provides the basis for harvest-size predictions.  
Since there is some degree of scientific uncertainty 
associated with salmon ecology, this can be  a highly 
politicized process.  One of the most striking things about 
the qualitative change that occurred midway through this 
25-year evolution has been the degree to which the two 
sides are able to agree on the basic scientific models used 
to generate stock assessments. 
12 Experimental work in game theory has demonstrated 
that individuals are far more likely to cooperative if they 
are able to communicate with each other and if they have 
promised others that they will do so, even if such 
commitments are unenforceable (see citations in Ostrom 
1998).  
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13 There is some evidence that to the extent this is 
possible, decoupling scientific questions from political 
(distributional) issues may make the management process 
less conflictual, while at the same time building cross-
cutting ties between state and community managers 
(Busiahn 1989).  
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