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General Studies-2; Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing 
countries on India’s interests, Indian diaspora. Bilateral, regional and global groupings 
and agreements involving India and/or affecting India’s interests. 

 

Managing the Global Commons 
 

Introduction 

• This year is defined by a pandemic, record-breaking forest fires, floods and droughts in various places, 
and the rapid melting of Arctic ice. 

• The disruption of our environment is one of the main factors causing these events. 

• To cope with these events, we need to increase our efforts in managing our interactions with the 
environment on a global scale. 

 
What are Global commons  

• Global commons refer to shared resources that cannot be managed within national jurisdictions. 

• In simple terms, these are a set of resources such as air, land, water and biodiversity that do not belong to 
one community or individual, but to humanity. 

• International law identifies four global commons, namely the High Seas, the Atmosphere, the Antarctica 
and the Outer Space.  

• Tropical rain forests and biodiversity - have lately been included as global commons. 

• Some define the global commons even more broadly, including science, education, information and 
peace. 

• Establishment of civilisations across the world as well as agricultural development feeding the world 
today are a result of such ‘Commons’ being managed by communities for centuries. 

 
Why Global Commons? 

• According to estimates, a third of the global population depends on ‘Commons’ for their survival;  

• 65% of global land area is under ‘Commons’, in different forms. 

• At least 293,061 million metric tonnes of carbon (MtC) are stored in the collective forestlands of 
indigenous peoples and local communities.  

• The significance of ‘Commons’ in supporting pollination cannot be overlooked. 

• In India, the extent of ‘Common’ land ranges between 48.69 million and 84.2 million hectares, 
constituting 15-25% of its total geographical area.  

• Common’-pool resources contribute $5 billion a year to the incomes of poor Indian households.  

• Around 77% of India’s livestock is dependent on ‘Commons’ pool resources.  
 
Concerns/Challenges 

• Commons’ becoming uncommon is a major socio-political, economic and environmental problem. 

• The spread of zoonotic diseases like COVID-19; greenhouse gas emissions; biodiversity reduction; 
overfishing; and the accumulation of plastic waste are some of the problems within the scope of global 
commons. 

• The increased demand for resources is leading to an increase in activities such as fisheries, bioprospecting 
and navigation. 

• Our planet is facing critical environmental challenges, most importantly climate change and global 
warming. 

• If business as usual prevails, these trends will likely worsen and will negatively impact the global 
commons’ capacity to provide ecosystem services for human well-being.  

• Developing countries face a particular challenge in undertaking expensive environmental impact 
assessments or monitoring of the global commons. 
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• Multilateral negotiations on climate change and other global commons over decades have had limited 
success.  

• Despite their significance, ‘Commons’ in India have suffered continued decline and degradation.  

• National Sample Survey Office data show a 1.9% quinquennial rate of decline in the area of ‘Common’ 
lands, jeopardising the health of soil, moisture, nutrient, biomass and biodiversity, in turn aggravating 
food, fodder and water crises. 

• Another key concern is the changing socio-political impact of migration.  

• Gone are the days when we can consider ‘Commons’ as resources relevant only for rural communities. 
 
Conventions and treaties to govern global commons.  

• United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)  

• Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) ensuring the protection of the Antarctica fauna and flora. 

• UNFCCC 

• Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer 

• Treaty on Principles governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space ties.  
 
Way forward 

• When we want to manage shared resources, we need to balance both private and public interests. 

• Need for a more decentralised multi-level approach that builds on the observed successes of local 
solutions. 

• We need to have coordinated activities at different scales. For example, local irrigation communities 
could adapt their watering scheme or cropping patterns to changes in water availability. 

• To manage our global commons, we need to facilitate and accommodate the self-governance of local 
commons.  

• Current discussions under the United Nations should focus on how and why ‘Commons’ have been 
negatively impacted. 

• There needs to be a review of current governance of biodiversity and natural resources. 

• We need to focus on the management and governance principles of ‘Commons’ approaches into decision-
making. 

 
Conclusion  
To achieve coherence in global governance, all three dimensions of sustainable development – sustainable 
economic growth, social inclusion and protection of the environment and the global commons – need to be 
integrated at the global level.  
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