
by Michael De Alessi

Overfishing remains one of the
more serious environmental

problems in North America and around
the world. Overfishing is a textbook ex-
ample of “the tragedy of the commons,”
a situation where the lack of property
rights rewards catching as much as possi-
ble, as quickly as possible, ahead of
one’s competitors, and regardless of the
effect on future stocks. Under such a sys-
tem, commercial fishermen have little
choice but to deplete the seas because
any fish they leave behind will simply be
caught by someone else, rather than left
to grow and reproduce for another year.
Regulations aimed at preventing over-
fishing have often only made things
worse because they fail to address the
tragedy of the commons.

Economists have long understood that
allocating property rights to natural
resources solves this problem. For the
fisheries, allocating such property rights
takes the form of something called
“tradable harvest rights,” which assign a
percentage of a scientifically determined
total catch to individual fishermen or
fishing associations. When it is clear
who can catch what, there is no longer a
race to fish.

The economic and fishery-specific bene-
fits of property rights and tradable
quota programs have been demonstrated
throughout the world, and in Managing
Fish, a recent Fraser Institute survey of

ten BC fisheries (Jones, 2003). For
example, one form of a tradable quota
system, called an IVQ, or Individual
Vessel Quota, has been in place for BC
halibut since 1991, and, as figures 1 to 3
show,  has “improved conservation,
economic viability, and working condi-
tions” (Jones, 2003, p. 49).

In the United States, the US Commis-
sion on Ocean Policy released a draft
report in April after almost three years
of work. The report’s findings, which
should sound very familiar to Canadians,
bring a welcome focus to the misman-
agement of the coasts and oceans. Their
recommendations, however, while

exhaustive, are also muddled, and miss
the opportunity to find an underlying
principle for marine management. The
Oceans Commission recognized that
tradable quotas could improve the man-
agement of some fisheries, but failed to
see the bigger picture: that the property
rights approach could transcend indi-
vidual fisheries to address other prob-
lems, such as the protection of more
general ecological health.

For example, many environmental
groups strongly support the creation of
a system of marine reserves where com-
mercial fishing would be prohibited.
Numerous studies have shown that at
least within the boundaries of marine
reserves, marine life is more plentiful
and diverse, and so marine reserves cer-
tainly offer great promise. In 2002, The
Canada National Marine Conservation
Area Act was passed, intended to “estab-
lish a system of marine conservation
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Figure 1: Halibut—Total Allowable Catch Compared to

Actual Catch, 1979–2001

Notes: Limited entry was introduced in 1979, individual quotas in 1991. All weight in
dressed, rather than round, weight.
Sources: International Pacific Halibut Commission; 2000 TAC: http://www.iphc.washington.edu/
halcom/newsrel/2000/nr20000417.htm; 2000 Catch: www.iphc.washington.edu/halcom/
commerc/fishery00.htm. (From Managing Fish, fig. 4.1, p. 43.)



areas that are representative of the
Atlantic, Arctic, and Pacific Oceans and
the Great Lakes and are of sufficient
extent and such configuration as to

maintain healthy marine ecosystems."
Parks Canada has the task of setting up
the expanded National Marine Conser-
vation Areas (Department of Justice,

Canada, 2002). Just how effective marine
reserves are, however, depends on a
complex set of interactions between bio-
logical, economic, and institutional fac-
tors (Sanchirico et al., 2002).

Jim Bohnsack, one of the leading marine
reserve scientists at the US National
Marine Fisheries Service, has described
reserves as “civilizing the oceans” by
“putting fences in the oceans” (quoted
in Belsie, 1998). He’s definitely on to
something—good fences do make good
neighbours—but the picture is incom-
plete as long as it remains unclear who
has the right to fish, and where. In other
words, marine reserves alone don’t
address the reasons why fish are over-
harvested in the first place.

Marine reserves will only be as effective
as the respect given to their boundaries,
and without the support of the fishing
community, it is hard to imagine a suc-
cessful marine reserve program. One
measure of that support is profitability,
because the more commercial fishermen
face financial hardships, the more likely
they are to skirt regulations, including
restrictions on where they can and
can’t fish.

In other parts of the world, where the
rights to harvest fish are more secure, it
is the fishermen themselves who press
for conservation measures and who often
even create their own marine reserves. In
New Zealand, rights to fish are the equiv-
alent of certifiable property rights. Their
system has led to the growth of innova-
tive quota-owning management groups
that invest heavily in fisheries science and
enhancement. The management groups
also tend to fish conservatively, leaving
fish to repopulate the seas, because they
recognize that healthy oceans are a valu-
able asset.

The cooperative effort in New Zealand
contrasts starkly with environmental
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Figure 3: Halibut—Real Revenue for the Fishery,

1982–2001 (adjusted for inflation)

Note: Limited entry was introduced in 1979, individual quotas in 1991.
Source: DFO-Pacific 2000g: 6; 2000 revenue: estimate from International Pacific Halibut
Commission; 2001 revenue: BC Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Fisheries 2002. (From
Managing Fish, fig. 4.5, p. 47.)

Figure 2: Halibut—real price, 1982–2001 (adjusted for inflation)

Note: Limited entry was introduced in 1979, individual quotas in 1991.
Source: 2000 Halibut Integrated Fishery Management Plan, page 6; 2000 Price: estimate from
International Pacific Halibut Commission. (From Managing Fish, fig. 4.4, p. 46.)
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efforts in North America. In California,
for example, one species of rockfish, the
bocaccio, may be a candidate for endan-
gered species listing. But when officials
in California began a state-wide closure
of the bocaccio fishery, fishermen were
outraged. A Los Angeles Times article about
the fishery closures last summer quoted
one Central fisherman who declared:
“There’s plenty of fish out there… The
problem is, there’s even more regulators”
(Johnson, 2003). When the system of
fishing rights was created in New Zealand,
on the other hand, fishermen immedi-
ately criticized the government for actu-
ally setting some catch limits too high.

Once the boundaries of marine reserves
and fishing areas are well established, all
ocean advocates, whether commercial
or recreational fishermen, or environmen-
tal advocates, are far more likely to find
cooperative solutions—and oceans and
fisheries are far more likely to be healthy.
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On the afternoon of June 5,
2004, the world lost one of

the truly great leaders of the twentieth
century, former US President Ronald
Reagan, after a decade-long battle with
Alzheimer’s disease. Though some have
sought to discredit his presidency as he
faded from public view, Reagan’s poli-
cies remain as powerful now as they
were when originally enacted nearly a
quarter of a century ago. Ronald Rea-
gan, president from 1981 to 1989, was a
visionary who accomplished his eco-
nomic and foreign policy goals through
decisive action and internal fortitude.
Perhaps most importantly, Reagan’s op-
timism and good-natured demeanour re-
invigorated the confidence of the
American people, removed national
self-doubt, and revitalized the legiti-
macy of American institutions and ide-
als. Time magazine may well have
crowned Mikhail Gorbachev as the

“Man of the Decade,” but Ronald Rea-
gan has left a legacy that merits his dis-
tinction as being the most important

and influential person of the twentieth
century.

Economic policy:
re-establish prosperity

The foundation of Reagan’s economic
policies lay in the belief that individuals
are best suited to make their own deci-
sions about how best to spend their
money and that, with minimal govern-
ment interference, the entrepreneurial
spirit would spur economic growth. To
that end, Reagan drastically reduced
taxes, lowering the top marginal tax rate
from 70 to 35 percent. He also abolished
America’s regime of wage and price
controls. Moreover, he was firmly com-
mitted to sound monetary policy as a
method by which to stem rising,
double-digit inflation.

This novel focus on economic growth
and stable prices, which came to be
called Reaganomics, ran counter to con-
ventional wisdom at the time (Boskin,
1987). In fact, it contrasted starkly with
the interventionist policies that were
popular during the 1970s: high marginal
tax rates, command-and-control gov-
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