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Michigan’s Lakes and the Tragedy of the Commons. 

In 1968, Garrett Hardin published his classic environmental essay The Tragedy of the Commons 

in the journal Science.  In it he succinctly depicted the degradation and exploitation of the 

environment to be expected whenever many share a common resource such as federal rangeland, 

state and national parks, the atmosphere, streams and lakes.  Using a community pasture as an 

example, he explained how each herder added more and more animals to his herd until the 

pasture was destroyed by overgrazing.  Each herder benefited monetarily by adding animals to 

his herd, but bore no responsibility for the pasture and its sustainability. 

While Harding popularized the tragedy of the commons, others before him identified the 

characteristic fate of common property.  In fact, two thousand years ago, Aristotle in his book 

Politics stated, “what is common to the greatest number has the least care bestowed upon it.  

Everyone thinks chiefly of his own, hardy at all of the common interest”.  Lakes and streams are 

clearly a common property shared by the riparian property owners and the community of citizens 

who use and enjoy the water, fish, wildlife and aesthetic appeal. 

True to the tragedy of the commons, most lakes provide countless hours of recreational 

enjoyment for numerous users.  Some receive waste discharges from municipal and industrial 

sources.  Nearly all are impacted by urban and agricultural development and stormwater runoff, 

septic systems and lawn fertilizers, increasing weed growth, algae blooms and muck 

accumulation.  Very few are managed to sustain their quality for future generations.  With over 

11,000 lakes in Michigan, limited state agency staff can provide only partial oversight and must 

concentrate on the most serious problems.  Local governments, although possessing management 

tools like Lake Improvement Boards and Watershed Councils, address police and fire protection, 

schools, infrastructure development, and waste management as higher priorities.  Riparian 

property owners who should be the leading advocates for lake protection and promoting 

collaborative management partnership are often more interested in recreational activities such as 

swimming, fishing and boating. 

Unfortunately most lakes are fulfilling Hardin’s principle of the tragedy of the commons.  Only a 

few exceptional communities are proof that the principle is not an irrefutable law of human 

society.  When communities accept ownership in their natural resources, lakes and streams can 

be high quality, sustainable commons.  The more each lake owner and user invests in this 

responsibility, the more certain our children will be that they will “inherit our water resources in 

the same quality that the present generation borrowed it from them”.  Working together we can 

protect Michigan’s lakes. 




















































































































