
 

Establishing property rights is often seen as the first step in resource use and promoting sustainable 

management. Ownership rights can be established for an area of land, individual elements of an ecosystem, 

such as plant and animal species. Property rights based instruments originate from the recognition that 

unsustainable resource use and environmental degradation arise from misleading price signals (which result 

from the lack of markets in environmental assets). This is due to the lack of well-defined, secure and 

transferable property rights over land and resources. Securing property rights helps to establish these markets, 

where scarcity or degradation is experienced internal to the owners rather than externally as is the case under 

open access.  Therefore the ‘owner’ will not undertake extraction from the land/resource unless the returns, 

or value from the user cost is the same as the cost of foregoing future benefits (i.e. which would be lost as a 

result of unsustainable extraction). Property rights need not be private, they can be communal or public 

(state). However they do need to be well-defined, secure and transferable if they are to effectively internalise 

depletion costs. 

Property rights are not a suitable instrument to incentivise improved management where the resource or its 

use generates significant externalities. For example, the conservation of a forest in an upstream watershed 

generates substantial environmental benefits to downstream activities and users. However property rights to 

this forest would not internalise these environmental benefits and would likely result in too much harvesting 

(by the beneficiaries of the property rights) and too little conservation from society’s point of view. 

Property rights can be classified into three main types: 

• Ownership rights such as land titles and water rights 

• Use rights such as licenses, access rights, usufruct certificates and concession bidding 

• Development rights  

Indefinite ownership is the one extreme of property rights, while short term use rights are at the other 

extreme of the spectrum. User rights awarded in isolation do not ensure efficient use as the user that 

conserves the resource bears all the costs but only captures part of the benefits. This challenge can be partially 

addressed through issuing user rights with longer duration, transferability, and renewability. Exclusive, 

indefinite use rights are equivalent to full use rights. 

The property rights approach does have limitations, for example: 

• The assignment of property rights can be politically contentious as it can be subject to rent seeking and 

corruption. If granted free of charge, property rights could present opportunities for a stream of rents 

which on one hand could be used as a means of wealth distribution. However it could also create 

opportunities for politically powerful groups to stake rights over, and therefore benefits from, natural 

resources in the public domain. 

• Securing property rights to open access resources will improve efficiency and management, it may also 

deprive those poor who are not be recipients of the property rights, of access to common resources that 

are essential for survival. 
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Typically in developed countries, stocking rates and grazing management are driven by price changes. However in 

developing countries like Botswana, other factors such as the open access nature of rangelands determine livestock 

owners herd sizes and the degradation of rangelands. The user costs of extraction are therefore low (i.e. the cost of 

grazing livestock on the rangeland).  The direct costs to the herder of increasing his herd size is low, the external 

costs (i.e. those incurred by other herders or non-livestock owners) are relatively high. On deciding whether to 

increase his herd size the herder considers his direct costs in relation to his benefits from doing so. His calculation 

does not include the external costs of his decision. He is going to profit from all the benefits associated with the 

increased herd size, but gets to share the costs with society therefore the net benefit from the increased herd size is 

always positive. The consequence of this is overstocking and overgrazing. The Tribal Grazing Land Policy in Botswana 

aimed to address these challenges of open access to common property rangeland resources by ensuring that the 

costs of overstocking and overgrazing accrued to the livestock owner. The Botswana Tribal Grazing Land Policy 

devised a property rights arrangement that internalised the external costs to the livestock owners individually 

through the allocation of tenure rights to individual or groups of herders. In so doing it also tried to commoditise the 

rangeland asset and thereby create an economic incentive for its improved management. 
Source: Fidzana, N.H. (2000)  
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The CAMFIRE Programme in Zimbabwe was designed to address the decline in wildlife resources in communal areas, 

to create benefits for rural communities. Wildlife populations in communal areas had been declining for two reasons: 

(1) rapid growth in the human population translating into expansion of agriculture and grazing, and (2) the perception 

of local people that did not see wildlife as a resource but rather as a nuisance since they suffered net costs from 

wildlife (e.g. from crop losses) and no benefits. Key objectives of the Programme are to sustainably utilise wildlife 

populations to increase rural incomes and employment opportunities, and to reduce human wildlife conflict. The 

main instrument of the CAMPFIRE Programme is decentralization of wildlife user rights, i.e. creating opportunities for 

local users / communities to be involved in management and benefit from the wildlife resources. Secondary 

economic instruments used are net revenue sharing to ensure funds generated from the commoditisation of the 

wildlife are shared; flexible locally determined distribution of revenues; compensation for wildlife damages. 

Source:  Arntzen, J.W. (2000)  
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Property rights are often used as economic incentives for the local communities who use biological resources or live in 

biodiversity areas. The allocation of community property rights in National Parks and Forest Reserves is particularly 

widespread. For example, in South Africa, the land upon which Richtersveld National Park lies is owned and occupied 

by local Nama villages. These communities have leased out the land to the government for the management as a 

National Park, while retaining the right to graze an agreed number of livestock in the protected area and to engage in 

the controlled harvest of certain natural resources. Lease payments are deposited into a trust that has been appointed 

by the community to manage this resource.  

Source:  Karania, F. (no date)  

 


