Reading: Example of “tragedy of the commons”

Read the article, then in your group answer these questions:
1. What is the “commons” in this example?
2. What is the “tragedy” in this example?  In other words, who or what was being damaged?
3. Who likely paid for changing the way things were done?

The death and life of a great American river
The river is the only reason [Minneapolis-St. Paul] exists. In the days of steamboats, St. Paul’s location at the head of navigation turned it into a shipping center while Minneapolis grew up around mills that harnessed the waterpower of St. Anthony Falls. But early in their history both towns turned their backs on river, focusing their aspirations outward toward pristine lakes and leafy neighborhoods rather than the increasingly filthy riverfronts where they were born.
[image: http://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/imagecache/article_detail/media.jpg]
The Mississippi River near Stone Arch Bridge in Minneapolis, c. 1925.
Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society
It’s easy to see why. For most of our history we poured contaminants into the river and built industrial facilities, hobo camps and bordellos on the banks. Typhoid fever traced to tainted water killed 95 people a year on average in Minneapolis between 1891 and 1910. Until the 1930s sewage was dumped untreated into the Mississippi, forming an enormous mat of stinking sludge behind the Ford dam. In a 1926 study, biologists found only two living fish in the river here south of St. Anthony Falls. Raw sewage continued to flow into the Mississippi during rainstorms until the 1990s — a problem finally remedied by a large public investment in separating storm sewers from sanitary sewer lines.
Excerpted from Walljasper, J. 2014. A river runs through us: Why the Mississippi is crucial to MSP’s future, minnpost.com.  Used by SERC with permission from the McKnight Foundation.


Read the article, then in your group answer these questions:
1. What is the “commons” in this example?
2. What is the “tragedy” in this example?  In other words, who or what was being damaged?
3. Who likely paid for changing the way things were done?
The Great Smog
From December 1952 to March 1953 in Greater London 12,000 residents more than usual perished in what was modern London’s most massive civilian disaster. Smoke from a million chimneys ran like water and pumped clotted, coal-fumes into cooler stilled air. Unable to disperse upwards through the heavier chillier air, hot, smoky fumes fell to the ground and did not visibly diminish for a solid week.
During the unprecedented 1952 smog, the sun remained unseen. Dark days became murky shadowed nights. Because more people lived closer together in London at that time than in any other modern city, the city’s residents suffered a colossal health toll.
[image: File:Nelson's Column during the Great Smog of 1952.jpg]
London at midday during the Great Smog, December 1952.
Used under Creative Commons Attribution Share-alike license 2.0

The historian Peter Brimblecombe reports that for centuries, the city had the world’s greatest concentration of coal stoves, most inhospitable airs and regularly foggy weather. In the Middle Ages, mountains of coal piled up in London as a result of sea trade. From its large port, London regularly sent out vessels laden with animal hides, whale oil, tallow, dried fish and meats, fertiliser and wools. Ships often returned from the less-populated northern British Isles empty, except for the crew. To weather the rough seas around the coast, mariners filled their holds with what became known as sea-coale, carbonem marus.    
By the thirteenth century, mounds of dusty black rock clogged city streets, docks and alleys. In an effort to rid themselves of the black heaps that filled the city, Londoners began to char coal, which lasted longer and burned hotter than wood.  …
Bates recounts the reluctance of officials to accept that so many people had suddenly dropped dead merely from breathing dirty air. He adds: ‘The public realised this earlier than the government of the day.’
Excerpted from Davis, D.  2002.  History Today, v. 52,12. Used by SERC with permission from History Today .
Read the article, then in your group answer these questions:
1. What is the “commons” in this example?
2. What is the “tragedy” in this example?  In other words, who or what was being damaged?
3. Who likely paid for changing the way things were done?
The Ozone Hole
Why is the ozone layer important?
Ozone is a molecule that is pretty rare in our atmosphere, yet it plays a critical role. Ozone in the upper atmosphere (~15 miles) absorbs some of the UVB rays emitted by the sun.  Without that protective layer, life on the surface would probably be impossible because UVB rays damage DNA and cause severe burns on skin and plant material.  The ozone layer is sometimes called “good ozone”, and has probably been present for at least 1 billion years.  On the other hand, when ozone is present in the lowest layer of the atmosphere – near Earth’s surface, where life is abundant -- it is sometimes called “bad ozone” because it is harmful to people and other life.  Some human activities, like burning gasoline in car engines, create this bad ozone and cause pollution.

[image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ea/NASA_and_NOAA_Announce_Ozone_Hole_is_a_Double_Record_Breaker.png]What is the ozone hole?
“It was discovered in the mid-1970s that some human-produced chemicals could lead to depletion of the ozone layer….Observations of the ozone layer showed that depletion was indeed occurring. The most severe and most surprising ozone loss was discovered to be recurring in springtime over Antarctica [up to 100% loss of ozone layer even as recently as 2015]. The loss in this region is commonly called the “ozone hole” because the ozone depletion is so large and localized. A thinning of the ozone layer also has been observed over other regions of the globe, such as the Arctic and northern and southern midlatitudes
In response to the prospect of increasing ozone depletion, the governments of the world crafted the 1987 United Nations Montreal Protocol as an international means to address this global issue. As a result of the broad compliance with the Protocol and its Amendments and Adjustments and, of great significance, industry’s development of “ozone-friendly” substitutes for the now-controlled chemicals, the total global accumulation of ODSs has slowed and begun to decrease. …The day the Montreal Protocol was agreed upon, 16 September, is now celebrated as the International Day for the Preservation of the Ozone Layer. 	Image of ozone hole over Antartica in 2005, used courtesy of NASA

This is a story of notable achievements: discovery, understanding, decisions, actions, and verification. It is a story written by many: scientists, technologists, economists, legal experts, and policymakers, in which continuous dialogue has been a key ingredient.” 




Excerpted from Fahey DW and Hegglin MI, Twenty Questions and Answers about the Ozone Layer: 2010 Update, Scientific Assessment of Ozone Depletion”, 72 pp, World Meteorological Organization, Geneva, Switzerland, 2011.  Courtesy of NOAA.
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