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At our first international conference at
Duke University I commented that it
would doubtless seem strange to the
uniniated to learn that there really was an
international society for the study of
common property. Was this, it might be
thought, a communist front organization?
In an era when the magic of the market—
and the extreme individualization there
implied-was still being celebrated in both
science and politics, was it not silly-
indeed, was it not heresy—to devote
valuable time, mostly at taxpayer expense,
to the study of common property?
Perhaps it really was true that our
universities and research organizations
were dominated by communist
sympathizers.

We know, of course, that these fears are
absurd. What we may not have given
sufficient thought to is the question of
precisely why so many of us find this
general area of work intellectually exciting,

professionally rewarding, and generally
worthy of serious attention. I suggest that
four years on in the existence of this
organization is quite the proper time to
address this question of what we find
compelling about the study of common
property in general, and common property
regimes in particular. Through this brief
query I hope that I may define who we are
as an organization, and thereby where we
can expect to be in, say, a decade's time.

In thinking about those things that unite
us in our interest in common property
issues, I suggest that perhaps most
fundamentally, we recognize that CPR
problems exist—indeed persist—because of
the general failure of the traditional idea of
development that has ruled international
affairs since the end of the Second World
War. Let me comment briefly on the
general poverty of the "idea of
development" as we have seen it carried
out for the past forty-five years.



The major economic transformations now
underway in eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union provide a convenient
and compelling opportunity to assess the
presumptions of economic development.
This re-thinking is important not only for
how we in the academy regard the process
of national economic transformation, but
for policy guidance as well. Indeed the
term economic "transformation" may be
more useful than the ambiguous and
loaded term "development." But while the
conventional discourse on development
policy has been focused on the agrarian
nations of the tropics, difficult times in
eastern Europe and the former Soviet
Union serve to remind us of the need to
think more broadly—as well as more
creatively—about the so-called
"development problem."

Indeed, stories in the popular press about
eastern Europe suggest that the challenges
there are of a fundamentally different
nature than those in, say, Southeast Asia
or sub-Saharan Africa. In the tropics, the
tradition has been to invest in
infrastructure, and in agricultural projects.
It was only recently that macroeconomic
conditions received much attention. The
policy response to these considerations,
structural adjustment, is now standard
fare. In certain settings these imposed
efforts at getting "prices right" have led to
political unrest.

If early evidence from eastern Europe is
any indication, the primary concern there
is to get capital and private titles into the
hands of creative entrepreneurs freed of
the heavy hand of the state. From there, it
is thought that markets will evolve, goods
and services will materialize, and
economic conditions will improve.
Macroeconomic policy is central to this
transformation and so attention is paid to
the exchange rate of dubious currencies.
Indeed, the exchange rate of the Russian
ruble against the dollar has fallen by a

factor of ten in the past ten months alone.
While these changes are being debated,
economic and social conditions continue to
deteriorate at an alarming pace. Inflation
is severe, undermining not only current
incomes but the value of assets recently
distributed to citizens in the form of shares
in private firms. Crime is increasing and
we are witnessing the rise of a small class
of entrepreneurs who may, if nothing else,
affirm the worst propaganda of the Stalin
era.


