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1 Outline of the Problem

Survival draegies practiced by human beings in early societies can be — cum grano sdis —
characterized by the extensve use of natura resources which frequently led to their depletion. Those
drategies did not sustain nature as an intended god. Nevertheless, the Stuation led for the mgority
of the population to poverty and hunger. The consequences of the overutilization of natura resources
and ther depletion took place manly locdly or regiondly and not globdly. Therefore, naturd
resources and their characteristics could be easily regenerated or restored by space and time due to
the overdl low population density which left most of the resources unused and untouched. On the
one hand, part of the natura resources were overexploited and depleted and, on the other hand,
only asmadl portion of the stock was used.

Nowadays, drastic population growth in developing countries dong with increasing expectations,
internationa influence, poverty and unequa access to the available resources, certainly cause
extengve ecologica damages. In the agricultura sector, the factors lead to the necessity to intensify
production, which results in the depletion of and/or damage to the resources (destruction of the rain
forests, soil degradation, etc). It is specificdly the increases in agricultura production and the
combat of poverty accompanied by an increasng population which leads to the damage of
resources. In indudtria countries other reasons for damaging the environment exists, esp. the
indudtrial  production methods. The danger of conflicts between nations dso increases as a
consequence of competition for scarce resources (e.g., water in the Middle East).

Did societies have developed indigenous indtitutions in their development processes that pursue
the explicit god of preventing natura resource degradation from which we could learn?

2 Definitions

Ingtitutions are rdaively sable regulating mechanisms and principles governing the interactions
between people and ther relationship to the environment. These rules are established by human
activities in order to regulate potentid conflicts in dl those social fields which are considered
important.
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With respect to resource utilization, they regulate the access to and the dlocation of resources,
the rules regulating the utilization of resources, and the digtribution of the benefits. In al of these
fidds, if thereis scar city, thereisasocial conflict potential and therefore aneed for regulation.

Out of the vast number of resour ces only soil and itsfertility and water will be discussed here.

3 Development of Institutions for Sustainable Resource Utilization?

A societd need for regulaions is met by the development of specific or generd mechaniams for
just this purpose. These mechanisms can be generdly binding vaues and norms and inditutions. A
need for regulating mechanisms exists

where socid conflicts arise
where the resources are scarce, which can lead to conflicts.

In cases in which there is an overabundance of resources, there is no driving impulse for
developing indtitutions. In the case of resources growing continualy scarcer, regulating mechanisms
will be established in order to primarily secure the existence of the society by reducing conflicts
concerning the resources and not for the purpose of securing the sustainability of the resources or
their utilization. Securing the resource sustainability gppears, in other words, not to be a conscious
regulating principle established for this purpose.

With respect to the resources land for cropping and water for irrigation, the above generd
gtatements can be concretized as follows:

3.1 Abundance of Resources

If there is an abundance of land and water in relaion to the population, then no inditutions for
regulating the property rights governing the utilization of the resources will be developed. There is
amply no need to take actions. Therefore the fund of knowledge accumulated by the society on
measures for preserving the sustainability is not very large.

In dtuations in which resources are abundant and are, thus, virtudly ‘free goods’ the utility is
ether not consdered, or undervaued. Even in modern societies, sustainability is only discussed until
the ‘environment’ and ‘environmenta quality’ became endangered and thus scarce goods, factors
which can lead to socid conflicts.

3.2 Scarcity of Resources

Not until resources begin to become scarce and acquire an economic vaue is there a societal
need for regulation. Those resources create consderable socia conflict potentia which is reduced
by the establishment of inditutions.

Only then when exclusive property rights in naturd resources dready exist for specific groups
regulaing mechanisms can evolve in the forms of norms and inditutions with the intended god of
sudtainability of the existence or permanence of the productivity of the resources. But even in this
case, it must be mentioned that the regulating mechanisms tend to focus more on securing the
sudtainability of the existence of gpecific groups, or guaranteeing their surviva.

Such indtitutiona regulations can be interpreted as regulaing mechanisms that secure sustainable
resource utilization, for example, peasants conceptions of soil fertility preservation. It is only then
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when the resources have become scarce and experience has been accumulated through intensve
utilization that shows that the utilization system is fragile and resources can be degraded. Here
mechanisms are developed in order to preserve the resources. In this Stuation, it is economicaly
sengble for individuas and smal groups to invest in the sustainability of the resource utilization.

Wherever the population pressure demands intengfication in the utilization of land, the tendency
to inves in ‘soil fertility” only exigsif the results of investment ether

can be exploited exclusvely by the investors (BOSERUP, 1965)or
in cases in which the sygem of rule enforces it (eg., hydraulic societies and smilar
congtdlations, WITTFOGEL, 1962).

A high degree of gability in resource utilization is achieved by those agrarian systems faced by
resource scarcity in which smdl or smalest groups have long-term rights of utilization to theland. On
this basis, long-term behaviord patterns can develop with which the continuation of the generation
successon can be griven for. At the same time, behaviord rules governing the way the most
important resource, land, is dedt with are based on this continuity. Their god is to secure the
sugtainability of its carrying capecity (peasant behavior patterns). In this sense too, it is necessary to
make a smal, but important redtriction. Striving for continuity in the smal group, i.e, family, isa
primary god in the behavior of the peasants and aims at securing the succession of the generations.
This is the foundation upon which they strive to preserve the land as the basis of their subsistence by
the production organization (‘cyclicd economy’). In this case, the sustainable resource utilization,
i.e, the preservation and improvement of the sail fertility, is a derived vaue,

All in dl, there seems to be very little knowledge about the socid organization in relation to
securing the sudtainability of the utilization of resources, or the man-environmentd relaions in its
historicd geneses.

4 Institutions that Have Effects upon Sustainable Land Utilization

In the folowing, a few inditutiona regulating mechanisms will be andyzed, which have
consequences for the sustainability of the productivity of the soil and the utilization of water. The
indtitutions were not developed for the purpose of resource preservation or the sustainability of the
productivity, but rather have under certain socia congtellations merely the corresponding effects.

41 Social Values and Norms

In the vaue systems and notions of life in many societies, concepts exist which have direct and
indirect consequences for sustainable resource utilization:

Such concepts involving the ‘image of limited goods,” i.e., the notion that the total goods available in
the universe are limited, are supposedly widespread in many peasant societies. The consequences of
such notions are the fact, that as a result of people appropriating large portions of the limited
resources for themselves, the share of the goods available to other members of the society is
curtalled. Since these ideas lead to socid conflicts, any griving towards change is considered
negative. Far-reaching socid regulating mechanisms are built upon this fact which hinder any
deviating behavior with consequences for the stability of the resources. Such notions can naturdly
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a0 be interpreted as attempts on the part of the owners of property rights to ward off the wishes of
others with respect to the resources (CANCIAN, 1989).

4.2 Institutions Regulating Access to and the Allocation of Land

Such inditutions serve to regulate conflicts concerning the limited resources, land (and water), by
reducing the transaction costs for the overal society or for specific groups.

In this respect, there are many forms of property rights al over the world with a multitude of
Superimpostions.

4.2.1 Tribal Property Rightsin Land

The traditiona land rights based on custom in Africa south of the Sahara should be specificaly
mentioned in this context (BUSCHMANN/MANIG, 1987).

This land tenure led in the past to egditarian societies with rdaive and little socid polarization in
traditional African societies and functioned as an inditution for regulaing conflicts as long as
sufficient land was available. As aresult, with repect to the sugtainability of the land utilization, there
was hardly any degeneration because the soil fertility could be regenerated by the limited utilization
intengty and the long fallow periods.

The rapid population increases, and the continuation of traditiona cropping systems (e.g., shifting
cultivation) resulted in an increesingly intengve utilization and this led to growing degradation. This
‘tragedy of the Commons indicates tha individuals maximize ther income to the detriment of the
overdl society and the sudtainability of the productivity of the resources by utilizing the land
intengvely, in particular in the instance of anima keeping. Under the atered societd conditions, the
traditiond land rights in connection with deteriorating socid organizations can neither maintain
equdity in the socid structure nor secure sustainable utilization.

4.2.2 Rights of Disposition of Land among Small Groups

If the property rights are analyzed in the case of smdl groups & the village levd, it is frequently
referred to as communa property. The property rights are frequently for forest, grasdand, and land
which is not suitable for cropping, and the land is used by the members of the community as
common land. With increasing population and growing pressure on the land, this form of property
rightsis eadlly transferred to individuals or the land and resources are subject to ruthless exploitation

by al.

4.2.3 Individual Property Rightsin Land

In the case of resources which are growing scarce, there is a tendency towards
individuaization/privatization of long-term utilization rights in land, dl the way to private property.
Individua rights of dispostion are, nonetheless, no guarantee that the land will not be degraded, as
higtorica and current examples show:

Currently, income maximization dominaes the forms of utilization. The trend towards intensve
utilizetion with the additiona utilization of finite fossl energy is certainly a current danger for
the sugtainability of the soil fertility in European countries at present as a result of the agrarian
policies. But intensive cropping does not necessarily mean degradation of the soil fertility.

Destruction of the productivity by unequa dlocation of the land in the case of rapid population
growth. The resdud land and margina land have to be used intensvely. Soil degradetion is
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caused by the lacking resource endowment among the poor which leads to further
perpetuation of their poverty in the sense of a ‘cumulative reciproca causdity’ of the chain

poverty — degradation — increasing poverty — etc.

As the above examples show, degradation of the soil is possible under every form of land tenure.
This can dso not be expected of an inditution which pursues entirdly different gods or was
established or developed for other purposes than sustainability.

5 Conclusions

The search for indtitutiona regulating mechanisms showed that societies to date do not seem to have
been able to gather collective higtorical experience which could secure long-term resource
sugtainability. The current Situation gppears to be new because until now resources such as land and
water were dways avalable in relative abundance. The waves of European emigrants in the past
centuries to countries in the ‘New World' presented a chance to escape the scarcity of resources.
Thus, in the hitorical process it was not possble for inditutions to form which had resource
sugtainability as their intended god. If one takes a look at the decline of hydraulic societies, it is
possible, however, to dso come to the conclusion that no society managed to muddle through until it
was too late for a change to take place. How is it today?

An andysis of the present development processes and their effects in industrid and developing
countries and on the type of resource utilization signdizes that there is in redlity a need for change.
Since the Stuation is a new one in higtory, an intentionaly developed resource-management policy
must be concelved on the basis of the presently existing knowledge and implemented with its
primary god aming a sustainability. That means, we have to develop and establish appropriate
regulating mechanisms and share the information, knowledge and experiences with others. The
following observations could provide afew impulses:

The present gate of man’s control over nature demands a new sense of repongbility when
dedling with nature, i.e., new ethica ‘Principle of Responsbility’ (JONAS, 1984).
Nature as part of the societd operating capital demands a reassessment <o that its existence
can be secured or improved.
This new responsibility towards nature, or the new ecologica ethic, cannot be found in a
search for an intact world by directing one' s sight towards the past. Positions based on nature
per se or natura law cannot bring us closer to this god. That can only be achieved by ‘ethica
reason’.
In concrete terms, this sgnifies that when creating and designing this god or intervening in events
that, among other things.

It will be necessary to enable and promote sdf-control and self-organization within the
socidties, including adequate mechaniams for solving conflicts by decentrdizing the societd
decison-making structures. Active participation in decisons respecting change processes will
result in a locd respongbility redricted to a limited spatidity and drengthened by its
gragpability.

Basad on what has been postulated above, this Sgnifies the establishment of locdly interlinked
economic cycleswhich are integrated in larger process cycles.
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Promoting socid plurdity crestes Sability in the change processes.

It will be necessary to promote and strengthen the sense of socia obligation when utilizing
resources.

The creation of socid frame conditions by means of nationd and globa policy decisons.
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