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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Until recently, the prevailing notion among regulators was that fisheries should be open and available 
to everyone. This assured that fisheries were subjected to the tragedy of the commons, and led to their 
global decline. 

Maintaining open access to marine resources encouraged fishermen to develop technologies that 
"vacuumed" the seas. Regulating technologies or fishing seasons does nothing to discourage 
fishermen from harvesting as many fish as they can. In most other industries, innovations develop to 
protect and increase the value and/or supply of resources, but at sea they have only hastened the 
depletion of fisheries. 

Slowly, scholars and regulators are beginning to understand that if fisheries are to survive, access to 
them must be limited. People will only work to conserve resources when they have a vested interest 
in them. This can be accomplished either partially or wholly by: 

• creating government enforced rights to a share of fishery catches known as Individual 
Transferable Quotas (ITQs); 

• creating common property rights in fisheries, or allowing them to develop; or 

• creating private property rights in fisheries, or allowing them to develop. 

Government intervention has not allowed common and private property rights to develop, and so 
government control has been the norm. Even though governments are beginning to create rights to 
fisheries, these rights do not encourage conservation as well as private rights. Common property 
promotes conservation, but as resources increase in value and/or scarcity, private property rights offer 
the greatest rewards for protecting resources. The control afforded by property rights over resources 
is not anti-competitive, it is anti-destructive. 

In order to be effective, private property rights must be well defined, enforceable, and transferable. 
Private property rights encouraged entrepreneurs in the frontier American West to develop and adapt 
technologies to protect their property, and as fishermen secure rights to resources, they will do the 
same. Technologies exist today that could be used to enforce ownership in the marine environment, 



C E N T E R for P R I V A T E C O N S E R V A T I O N 

just as innovations such as branding and fencing did in the American West. These technologies 
include: 

• sonar systems such as the Integrated Undersea Surveillance System; 

• tagging systems, such as the Passive Integrated Transponder tag; 

• sonar and satellites that monitor areas; 

• Autonomous Underwater Vehicles (AUVs) that can patrol areas; 

• artificial reefs that create and enhance habitat; and 

• aquaculture systems that farm fish inland, at sea, and on shore that can reduce pressures in 
unowned fish stocks. 

These technologies all offer a promising avenue for fishermen to exert control over marine resources. 
Allowing private ownership in the oceans would encourage their development and increase the 
private stewardship of marine resources. 

Open-access to valuable resources results in disaster. The only solution is to limit access and enclose 
ocean resources, either privately or by government action. Private conservation is becoming more 
and more feasible as emerging technologies increase the ability of owners to control marine resources. 
The challenge that lies ahead is to delineate control of the marine environment, creating owners who 
will be encouraged to conserve resources and to harvest and develop the full potential of advances 
in technology. 
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