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Introduction
The municipio (county) of La Campa, Honduras, has maintained common property forests

since the colonial period.  During the past half century, the area has been experiencing population
growth, market integration, and disruptions related to policy reforms and national economic
instability.  Certain researchers identify these processes as potentially detrimental to common
property (CP) institutions (Cruz 1991, Netting 1982:479-480, Thomson and Coulibaly 1995:16). 
Other scholars argue that increasing population density and (or) resource scarcity provide a
catalyst for people to create or strengthen CP institutions (McKean and Ostrom 1995:8, Fox
1993, see also Tiffen et al. 1992).  The situation in La Campa offers some support for both of
these arguments. On the one hand, population growth and increasing demands for land and forest
resources appear to be driving a transformation of communal forests into de facto private forests
and agricultural fields. On the other hand, the people have been developing new regulations to
limit exploitation and privatization of their forests.  Given these contrasting trends, this paper
explores the viability of La Campa=s CP forest institutions, and asks whether the current
transformations are likely to result in their disappearance or reinforcement.

Theoretical Context
Successful common property institutions appear to share certain features; reference to

these provides a set of benchmarks for evaluating CP institutions, such as La Campas=.   In
particular, Ostrom (1990) has proposed seven design principles that characterize long-enduring,
successful CP institutions.  The term Adesign principles@ refers to a feature that contributes to
maintaining the institution and its resources, and gaining the user loyalty for the rules in use. To
be Along-enduring,@ an institution must have survived through several generations of users
(Ostrom 1993:1907).   The design principles include: (1) boundaries of  the resource and the
individuals with access rights must be clearly defined;  (2) principles governing resource use, and



required contributions of labor, material or money, suit the local situation; (3) collective-choice
arrangements allow those with access rights to participate in modifying the rules; (4) monitoring
helps to control common property appropriation; (5) appropriators who violate the rules face
graduated sanctions; (6) conflict resolution mechanisms exist; and (7) external government
authorities recognize minimal rights to organize.1  Evidence for these principles is found in a
number of studies  (e.g., McKean 1992, 1982, Behar 1986, Gadgil and Iyer 1989, Berkes et al.
1989, Charnley 1996, Bauer 1987,  Acheson 1987, Berkes 1987, Netting 1976). The principles
are general, for each successful institution reflects its specific circumstances.  While the survival of
common property forests in La Campa implies a long-enduring, successful history, their future
appears uncertain given the current processes of transformation. Therefore the following
discussion will explore the degree to which La Campa=s CP forest institutions manifest these
principles, as an indication of the institutions= strengths and weaknesses, and their future welfare.

Clearly Defined Boundaries
Resource boundaries: The county borders are clearly marked with fences and border

markers, which residents check periodically to prevent incursions by neighboring counties. The
borders are defined by land titles granted by the national government, and several segments have
colonial origins.  Many borders were once disputed with abutting counties; accusations of border
marker shifting resulted in bitter arguments until traditional markers made of piled rocks were
replaced with tall, reinforced cement posts.

All of the forests within the county boundaries are designated as common property, except
for those claimed for private usufruct by residents.  Common forests include fenced areas set aside
as public woodlots and grazing areas, and unfenced portions interspersed with agricultural fields
and dwellings. The latter portions of forest have poorly defined boundaries. Residents have been
claiming accessible portions for agricultural fields, houselots and private forests, particularly the
parts near the more densely populated areas.  Fenced woodlots and communal pastures receive
better protection from private usufruct claims; not only are their boundaries marked, but specific
committees oversee the area and take responsibility for maintaining the fences.  A few forest
patches remain on steep slopes, and in the county=s less populated areas.

Definition of the user group: Rights to use La Campa=s communal resources, and to obtain
usufruct land rights, belong solely to residents.  Residents , known as Lacamperos, achieve their
status by birth or special approval from the municipal council.  The latter is awarded primarily
through marriage to a resident, but historical records indicate that few outsiders obtained
residency.  Even today, Lacamperos expel squatters who try to stay, unless a resident offers to
take them in and serve as a witness for their good character before the county council. 

Residents prohibit nonresidents from using their forests, harvesting forest resources, or
intruding on municipal land.  Historically, low population density and the relative inaccessibility of
the most densely forested reaches of the county must have made enforcement difficult.  But given
that surrounding counties were also sparsely populated, and that very few roads existed, the
potential for outside exploitation was limited. Today, transgressors face a higher risk of being
caught, and residents prevent incursions.  The county relaxes the rules once a year during the
festival honoring La Campa=s patron saint, when nonresidents who make pilgrimages to the
festival are allowed to cut the wood they need for cooking meals and pitching their tents. 

Due to improved transportation, outsiders now visit more frequently, and Lacamperos
travel to neighboring towns more often. This has led to the development of business and social



ties beyond the boundaries of the county.  The recent expansion of coffee production in La
Campa=s higher elevations has also drawn the attention of prospective coffee-growers from the
nearby department capital.  Today Lacamperos encounter new challenges to prevent outsiders
(with whom they may share friendship and business ties) from buying land.  In principle, no one
wishes to allow land rights to nonresidents, but in reality, many are tempted by generous offers. 
Thus far, the municipal council has summarily revoked all substantiated cases of landsales to
outsiders.   If  any were to escape this sanction, the emergence of absentee landowners would
threaten the integrity of the user group, which has thus far been united (despite inevitable factions
and interpersonal enmities) by shared experiences and similar social responsibilities.

Proportional Equivalence Between Benefits and Costs, Suitable to the Local Situation
The residents agree that existing restrictions for resource use and the obligatory labor

requirements placed upon them are appropriate. Traditionally, municipal laws regarding common
property resources delineated resident=s rights and a number of obligatory duties.  Adult men were
required to work on road and fence repair, construction and maintenance of public buildings,
cleaning public areas, and serving in communal offices.  Today the demands for labor have
decreased, but men must serve when called as village representatives, and volunteer for cleaning
water reservoirs, maintaining school buildings, and improving public areas.  Committees
responsible for communal forest pastures also request help with fence repair from residents who
utilize the areas for grazing animals, but leadership problems have undermined cooperation with
this duty.

While labor contributions have fallen, regulations continue to require payments of resident
fees and municipal taxes.  Shirkers lose their right to request land, and often avoid participating in
collective decision-making at council meetings because they would encounter the treasurer (who
must collect delinquent taxes). New restrictions and regulations have emerged recently.  A wide
consensus supports a locally imposed ban on exportation of firewood or other forest products
outside the county.  A majority of the population compelled the council to mandate the ban in
1987, as part of a municipal resolution to expel loggers and end resin-tapping.  Since 1987, the
council has passed additional restrictions.  Residents must obtain council permission to cut any
healthy, mature pine tree, and they must pay a nominal fee for each one (dead or diseased pines,
used to temper pottery,  may be cut without prior approval).  No limits exist on the amount of
firewood that a household may cut for its own use, but residents criticize cases of wasteful
cutting.  In addition, the council has placed a limit (0.7 hectare) on the amount of communal land
that a resident may request for a usufruct claim, because the majority of new claims reduce
communal forests and involve clearing.  

Unfortunately, residents have been more determined to capture benefits from the
commons than they have been to fulfill their duties.  Pine trees are felled without permission, and
the guilty parties generally receive a pardon as long as they utilize the trees for construction. 
Everyone acknowledges that surreptitious exportation of firewood occurs, but few consider it a
serious offense (this will be explored  below in more detail).  The council generally waives the
limit on new usufruct claims, and it appears justified when the claimants are new households and
growing families who need land to meet their subsistence needs.  But many claims have involved
some of the county=s largest landholders.   The people=s commitment to limiting outsiders= access
to their communal resources has not been matched by a commitment to limit their own patterns of
exploitation.



Collective Choice Mechanisms
Every resident has the right to participate in decision-making processes that can confirm

or transform the principles for managing communal lands.  Decisions are made during bimonthly
municipal council meetings, in which any adult resident can present his or her concerns.  Every
resident who wishes to express an opinion may do so, and when a topic is controversial the
discussions may last for hours, or even continue through several successive sessions.  Decisions
are eventually reached through one of several mechanisms -- a rollcall vote of council members, a
public voice vote, or a decision by the mayor once everyone has spoken.  The mechanism depends
upon the nature of the issue at hand, the political climate of the moment, and the preferences of
the council members.

Attendance at council meetings is optional except for municipal officials and village
representatives, who must be present, send a reasonable excuse, or pay a fine.  The rest of the
population participates sporadically. Most individuals attend only when a matter of personal
concern must be addressed (such as a request for land) or when an issue of great public interest
must be debated.  As a result, those elected to serve on the municipal council (which represents
the population and embodies the common property institution), have an inordinate influence
during their terms of office.  The influence of any single person is limited, however, because
council membership changes every four years, and village representatives change annually. 

Traditionally, men dominate decision-making processes. All adult males must serve when
called as representatives for their village before the municipal council; most men do so
periodically unless they are considered unfit for the responsibility.  Although women serve as
municipal treasurers and secretaries, men continue to monopolize all of the other elected and
appointed municipal positions (mayor, council members, judge, police chief, village
representatives).  Women nevertheless participate in council meetings; they can request land,
lodge complaints, make petitions, and express their opinions.

Monitoring
Due to the extent and topography of the communal forests, monitoring is difficult. The

largest communal forest areas encompass precipitous sections and inaccessible areas where people
pass infrequently.  The county does not appoint or employ forest guards. Every resident bears the
responsibility of bringing violations to the attention of the council, but this occurs only when
residents spot a serious transgression during their normal routines.  Residents do not feel that
certain violations merit intervention. For example, owners of usufruct land that borders communal
forests occasionally expand their fences into the communal area.  Residents tend to accept all but
the most blatant examples of this behavior; nearly everyone has done it so anyone who accuses
another of this activity risks bringing similar accusations upon himself.  Besides, people perceive
most illegal fencing as an expression of sincere need; what a neighbor does one year, they may
need to do the next, and mutual oversight of common transgressions makes for friendlier
relationships.  The willingness to forgive fence expansion evaporates, however, if people compete
for the same land. Such rivalries generally come before the council, and end with both sides
surrendering their private ambitions to preserve communal access.

Residents= perceptions also undermine the feasibility of monitoring.  Most people  perceive
forest resources as abundant, even though they recognize that forests have been diminishing
(Lacamperos estimate that 60 - 80% of their land remains in forest; this appears to be an



exaggerated proportion compared to research estimations of 40-50%).  They feel that wasteful
behavior should be constrained, but they believe that most people do not cut trees in excess of
their needs.  From the perspective of a researcher, Lacamperos= reasoning and actions appear
contradictory --  they express a consensus that forest resources should be preserved, but many
demonstrate a consistent willingness to allow minor transgressions. They justify this with respect
to shared subsistence needs, social obligations, and traditional standards of behavior that bear
more weight than recent laws. The cumulative effect of numerous violations could eventually
degrade or eliminate the communal forests and the common property institutions responsible for
their management.  The situation has parallels to a case of a Japanese common property forest
reported by McKean (1982:80), when a depression drove villagers to desperate measures for
survival and rule-breaking was momentarily forgiven.  But in the case of La Campa, the situation
represents a persistent rather than a temporary suspension of the rules, and occurs within a
context of ongoing economic and demographic change.
Graduated Sanctions

Graduated sanctions exist, but they are rarely enforced with regard to forest management
laws.  The process starts with a verbal warning, and continued malfeasance should lead to more
serious sanctions that included modest fines or compensatory labor, a combination of fines and
labor, or jail time.  Today, the local authorities mete out fines and jail time most commonly for
disorderly conduct, willful destruction of property, irresponsible supervision of domestic animals,
and illegal sales of alcoholic beverages.  An examination of municipal records shows few cases of
sanctions applied for misuse of communal forests even though laws regarding responsible
management appear no later than the early 20th century.  At that time, laws prohibited clearing
trees near water sources,  wanton destruction of trees, excessive clearing on steep slopes, and
attempts to enclose forest areas designated as community woodlots.   The sanctions that appear in
the records were apparently applied only when violators behaved in an exceedinlgy most 
avaricious and recalcitrant manner.

The historical context continues to bear weight in the present, in part because people do
not yet respect the new laws which the council has failed to enforce consistently, and because
people still hesitate to denounce anything but the most extreme violations.  The development of
more restrictive municipal laws, as well as national legal constraints, has yet to result in
fundamental changes in Lacamperos= attitudes and patterns of exploitation.  Many who depend
upon communal sources of firewood, lumber and pasture perceive the privatization of communal
forest as a greater threat to their welfare than forest clearing.  The council has allowed forest
enclosure and clearing to continue.  The process related to land sales between residents; wealthier
residents purchase usufruct rights from their poorer neighbors, who sell because of economic
necessity and the knowledge that they can obtain more land by appeal to the council.   Although
illegal export of firewood does occur, most people do not regard an occasional sale as a serious
transgression, especially when many households have few alternatives for much-needed income.
People feel differently about large-scale firewood exports by weathier residents, and several who
own pick-up trucks have faced accusations. Without clear evidence, however, no sanctions have
been imposed.  Therefore the graduated sanctions mandated by local laws reflect an ideal rather
than the actual situation.

Conflict Resolution Mechanisms



Conflict resolution mechanisms exist.  The municipal council, the municipal constable and
the civil judge B all locally elected citizens -- perform mediation and arbitration for disputes. 
Conflicts eligible for these resolution mechanisms may include a broad range of social and civil
problems, but the majority of conflicts relate to land rights.  These include disputes over
boundaries of private claims, as well as arguments over uses and abuses of communal lands. 

Parties to a conflict over land generally air their tensions publicly, and if they do
not reach a resolution through personal confrontation and pressure applied through social
networks, one or both of the parties will present their grievance at the next council meeting. 
Usually the community is knowledgeable of the dispute prior to the meeting, but the council
requests a detailed explanation from the interested parties and their supporters.  In most cases, the
council requests that one or more representatives from the appropriate village meet with the
opposing parties on the disputed land, to gather facts and review the situation. The visit serves to
clarify existing knowledge, and gives the disputants a chance to consider a compromise. At the
next meeting, the village representatives present findings, and each interested party receives
another chance to express viewpoints.   The council usually suggests a resolution to which both
parties publicly agree. In presenting a decision, the mayor and council members provide an
explanation based upon locally accepted principles, precedents from previous cases, and municipal
laws.  The effort at impartiality provides protection for the council, and the losing parties
generally accept the outcome even though they may harbor resentment.   If tensions concerning
the issue are explosive, or if the dispute has escalated to threats of physical harm or damage to
property, then the council usually refers the case to the local police.  If actual damages (short of a
felony) have been incurred, the case goes to the judge.  These officials must mete out a fair
decision, and may impose fines to recompense losses.

In part, the inadequate enforcement of sanctions reflects the success of internal mediation
procedures.  Conflict rarely requires intervention from external authorities, and avoiding such
intervention is an important motivation for residents to find locally acceptable solutions to their
problems.  Most Lacamperos feel that they are more likely to be fairly treated by fellow residents
than an outside agency.  There are certain exceptions.  In the very rare instances of criminal acts
(attempted homicides or larceny), the local authorities turn the accused over to regional
authorities.  Political infighting has led involvement of regional powers to incarcerate council
members accused of nefarious handling of municipal funds or other violations of public trust.  For
disputes over municipal boundaries, Lacamperos and the residents of the opposing municipio find
recourse in arbitration by the departmental governor, because he is usually considered a neutral
mediator.

Given the increasing land pressure and population growth, one might expect that conflicts
over land would be increasing.  The council members questioned on this matter believed that
conflicts had in fact been declining. They noted that the demand for land has required changes in
customs regarding land distribution.  Formerly, a contradiction existed between customary
practice and municipal law.  In practice, a plot of fallow land was regarded as belonging to the
original claimant until all signs of use vanished.  By contrast, municipal law allowed unused fields
to be reassigned as long as it did not bear signs of current use.  Thus, if land was desirable,
disputes could erupt between an original claimant or descendants, and new postulants who argued
that the land was legally abandoned and therefore available for another claim.  To resolve these
disputes, the council considered whether evidence of fencing remained on the land. This required
some interpretation; scattered rocks where a stone fence may once have stood might be



considered proof of occupation from the original claimant=s perspective, while a new claimant
could argue that no fence was standing, therefore the land was unused.  The council generally
bestowed the benefit of the doubt upon the first claimant, particularly if other witnesses came
forward in support.  Losing parties might be disappointed, but they still had plenty of land to
choose for their usufruct claim.   Today, land has become much scarcer.  The council now follows
the letter of the law more rigorously, so that fallow fields are considered eligible for a new
occupant if a fence is not found standing.  The change benefits a large number of young people
and growing households, and people know that if they wish to maintain a claim they must
maintain the fences.  The council concluded that their consistent rulings in accordance with the
law have reduced the number of disputes, because everyone knows the rules and understands how
they will be enforced.  Notably, the council=s efforts to clarify and enforce residents= rights and
duties for usufruct claims contrasts with their failure to do the same for common property forests.

Governmental Recognition of Minimal Rights to Organize
The national government has had a mixed record in regard to recognizing minimal rights

to organize.  A history of intervention and logging by the National Forestry Development
Corporation (COHDEFOR) caused severe disruption to La Campa=s forests and its CP institution
from 1974 until 1987.  This experience motivated the population to prohibit outsiders= access to
their forest resources, and forbid residents= from exporting (outside the municipio) forest
products.  Due to COHDEFOR=s intervention, the community=s confidence that the government
would respect their communal rights has been undermined, as well as aspects of traditional
management.   Today, the National Agrarian Institute (INA) poses a new challenge to communal
management; it promotes privatization of communal lands by offering private titles to usufruct
farmers.  This program is controversial among potential beneficiaries, and it is opposed by
COHDEFOR, which has been restructured and charged with forest conservation.  COHDEFOR
believes that the INA=s privatization initiatives will result in deforestation as farmers obtain titles
to forested land and credit to clear it for agriculture. The people of La Campa have not yet
accepted INA=s offer, but they are cognizant of the opportunity.

Conclusions



With respect to the design principles, it appears that La Campa=s CP institution suffers
from serious weaknesses.  Failures of design principles expose the CP institution to risks of
elimination, or perhaps reconstruction.  If degradation or scarcity of a resource can provide the
impetus for strengthening a CP institution, then La Campa may be approaching a point where the
people will be motivated to do this.  At the same time, population growth and increasing social
inequity may undermine the potential for group organization; this is suggested by research that
shows that large groups find it more difficult to organize than smaller ones.  It has also been
suggested that social inequality within certain parameters may promote effective CP management;
if the elite stand to gain more by protecting the commons, then they may be willing to bear the
larger share of the burden of organizing the institution and enforcing its rules (Baland and Platteau
1998) .  In the case of La Campa, however, it appears that the wealthier people have been able to
claim private forests and reduce their dependency upon the communal forests, they have little
reason to support a CP institution (and given interests to expand their private holdings, they may
have considerable interests in undermining the institution).  The situation bears resemblance to the
situation reported by Gupta (1986:312) and Shanmugaratnam (1996:173-8) in post-independence
India.

Insofar as La Campa demonstrates strengths and weaknesses in each of the design
principles, the future of its common property institutions is unclear.  But as the study indicates, it
is not merely presence or absence of certain design principles that contribute to analysis of the CP
institution=s viability.  Rather, it is important to consider the degree to which the design principles
are fulfilled or undermined in relationship to the local and national context.

ENDNOTES

                                               
1.  An eighth design principle (Athe institutional system is organized into nested enterprises@)
applies mainly to complex common property systems such as irrigation works, that benefit from
multi-tiered organization.  This is not a requisite for the municipal management of La Campa=s
forests, and is therefor excluded from this discussion.
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