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Response to Haller et al. 2013. “How fit turns into misfit and back: Institutional Transformations of Pastoral Commons in African
Floodplains”

Misreading a pastoral property regime in the Logone floodplain, Cameroon
Mark Moritz 1

ABSTRACT. This is a response to an article by Haller et al. (2013) in Ecology and Society titled “How fit turns into misfit and back:
institutional transformations of pastoral commons in African floodplains.” In this response, I argue that Haller et al.’s description of
the pastoralists’ management of common-pool grazing resources in the Logone floodplain of Cameroon is incorrect in a number of
ways. I summarize the findings from our longitudinal and interdisciplinary study to show that current pastoralists’ management of
common-pool grazing resources in the floodplain is efficient, equitable, and sustainable. Specifically, ecological research contradicts
Haller et al.’s proposition that resource degradation is due to overgrazing in a situation of open access. This is an important point to
clarify because pastoralists are often wrongly accused of overgrazing the range.
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INTRODUCTION
This is a response to an article in Ecology and Society by Haller
et al. (2013). In this response, I argue that Haller et al.’s (2013)
description of the pastoralists’ management of common-pool
grazing resources in the Logone floodplain of Cameroon is
incorrect.  

In a comparative study of pastoral commons in four African
floodplains, Haller et al. (2013) argue that in precolonial times,
there was fit between institutions and the common-pool resources
governed, but that there currently is a misfit because states have
undermined common property regimes, replacing them with state
and private ownership of natural resources, resulting in a tragedy
of the commons. One of the case studies where this
transformation is supposed to have happened is the Logone
floodplain in Cameroon. My colleagues and I have studied the
pastoral system in that floodplain for the last 20 years. Whereas
we initially developed an argument of nomadic contract (Moritz
et al. 2002), we further developed our ideas and showed that
pastoralists are efficiently, equitably, and sustainably managing
common-pool grazing resources in a situation of open access
(Moritz et al. 2013a,b, 2014a,b).  

I argue that Haller et al. (2013) have misread the pastoral system
in the Logone floodplain, where our studies have shown that there
is currently a good fit between local, regional, national, and
international institutions and the common-pool grazing
resources governed. In addition, I would like to bring into
question the claim of Haller et al. (2013) that there was an
“institutional fit” in the precolonial past. This claim may be valid
from the perspective of Kotoko, who were in control of the system,
but I would interpret it as an inequitable system aimed at
extracting rents and protecting the interests of one ethnic group
over those of others. Most importantly, I discuss the findings of
longitudinal studies that show that pastoralists’ open access to
common-pool grazing resources does not lead to overgrazing and
a tragedy of the commons. It is important to offer this correction
because, too often, pastoralists are blamed for rangeland
degradation, even though no empirical evidence is offered to
support that argument. This is also the case with Haller et al.’s

(2013) argument, in which they propose to examine institutional
fit with the ecosystem, but do so without a study or references to
studies of the ecosystem.  

In this response, I first briefly describe the social-ecological system
of the Logone floodplain. Second, I describe the findings of our
longitudinal and interdisciplinary study of mobile pastoralists in
the floodplain. Third, I challenge the arguments that there was a
fit between institutions and the resource system there in the past,
and that today there is a misfit. Finally, I draw some general
conclusions with regard to the problem of misreading pastoral
property regimes.

THE LOGONE FLOODPLAIN
The Logone floodplain in the Far North Region of Cameroon is
an excellent example of a coupled human and natural system
because there are strong linkages between the social, ecological,
and hydrological systems (Moritz et al. 2016). The intra- and
interannual variations in the area, depth, and duration of seasonal
flooding have direct and indirect effects on ecosystems, lives, and
livelihoods of the people living in the floodplain, including fishers,
herders, and farmers. For pastoralists, the floodplain is one of the
most important dry season grazing lands in the Chad basin. Each
year, thousands of pastoralists from Cameroon and neighboring
Chad, Niger, and Nigeria trek with > 200,000 cattle to the
floodplain when the water retreats in November to exploit the
excellent quantity and quality of the grasslands (Seignobos 2000).
At the start of the rainy season in June, pastoralists leave the
floodplain and return to the rainy season grazing lands in
Cameroon or neighboring countries.  

Since the 1970s, there have been major changes in the flooding
regime of the Logone floodplain, with direct and indirect
consequences for the coupled systems of the floodplain. Most
dramatically, the large-scale Maga dam and a dike along the
Logone River severely reduced flooding in the 1980s. The Maga
dam had major consequences for pastoralists because forage
production directly depends on flooding patterns. A few years
after the construction of the dam, the species composition in the
grasslands in the parts of the floodplain that were most affected
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by the decrease in flooding started to change (Scholte 2005). When
forage production declined, the floodplain could support fewer
cattle, and many pastoralists left for other grazing areas in Chad,
Nigeria, and the Central African Republic. Some left for good,
whereas others returned later when the Waza Logone project
started a reflooding project in the 1990s and most systems
gradually rebounded, although not to the pre-dam state (Loth
2004, Scholte 2005).  

Notably, we found that pastoralists adjusted the number of cattle
to the available resources as the quality and quantity of forage
improved because of the reflooding efforts (Scholte et al. 2006).
In other words, the grazing pressure closely tracked the increase
in biomass after reflooding, and there were no indications of
overuse or underuse of the grazing resources in the floodplain
(Scholte 2005, Scholte et al. 2006).

LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF A PASTORAL SYSTEM
Although open access to common-pool resources has been
equated with a tragedy of the commons (Hardin 1968, Ostrom
1990), we have found that this is not the case for mobile
pastoralists in the Logone floodplain in the Far North Region of
Cameroon. On the contrary, we have described pastoralists’
management of open access to common-pool grazing resources
as a self-organizing complex adaptive system in which mobile
pastoralists distribute themselves over the available common-pool
grazing resources without conflicts (Moritz et al. 2013b, 2014a).  

Since 2008, my colleagues and I have conducted a longitudinal
and interdisciplinary study of mobile pastoralists in the Far North
Region of Cameroon. The goal was to explain how mobile
pastoralists manage common-pool grazing resources in a
situation of open access in the Logone floodplain. Our hypothesis
was that management worked as a complex adaptive system and
that, as a result of independent decision making at the level of
the individual, pastoralists would distribute themselves over the
available grazing resources such that the distribution of grazing
pressure matches the distribution of grazing resources at the
population level, as in an ideal free distribution (Fretwell and
Lucas 1969). We have described our findings in a number of
publications. First, we used ethnographic methods to describe
how open access works in the Logone floodplain. We found that
all pastoralists have the same rights to use grazing lands regardless
of ethnicity, nationality, seniority, or socioeconomic status.
Pastoralists emphatically argued that access is free and open for
everyone (Moritz et al. 2013b). Second, we used spatial methods
to document an ideal free distribution of pastoralists in the
floodplain (Moritz et al. 2014a,b). Third, we used agent-based
modeling to show that it is relatively easy for pastoralists making
independent movement decisions to achieve an ideal free
distribution at the population level (Moritz et al. 2015a). Fourth,
we showed that economic inequality did not undermine the system
of open access (Moritz et al. 2015b). Fifth, we discussed the
implications of our findings for the governance of rangelands
(Moritz et al. 2013a).  

I have argued elsewhere that the pastoral system in the Logone
floodplain is best described as an open property regime in which
open access is not the absence of rules; open access is the rule
(Moritz 2016). In pastoral systems where mobile pastoralists use
common-pool grazing resources that are highly variable in space
and time, an open property regime is appropriate because it is

equitable, efficient, and sustainable. In open property regimes,
everyone has equal rights and no one can be excluded. Moreover,
open property regimes work as complex adaptive systems in which
independent decision making of highly mobile households results
an efficient distribution of grazing pressure over the available
resources. I have also described four other case studies with similar
open property regimes (Moritz 2016): the Tuareg in northern Mali
(Berge 2000), the Kababish Arabs in Sudan (Asad 1970), the
Turkana in northwest Kenya (Gulliver 1951), and the Pashtun in
western Afghanistan (Glatzer 1977). Thus, the case of
pastoralists’ management of open access to common-pool
grazing resources in the Logone floodplain is not unique.  

Pastoralists in the Logone floodplain are not living in a world of
only pastoralists; they share the floodplain with fishers and
farmers who use other common-pool resources such as fish and
fields. Thus, there are multiple, overlapping property regimes that
govern different common-pool resources in the floodplain. While
the open property regime efficiently, equitably, and sustainably
regulates access to grazing resources among pastoralists, it does
not regulate access to these resources between pastoralists and
other user groups. There are conflicts between pastoralists and
fishers over use of other resources in the floodplain, as described
by Haller et al. (2013).

MISFIT IN THE PRECOLONIAL PERIOD
The Logone floodplain is not only home to pastoralists, but also
to Kotoko and Musgum fishers. Kotoko are considered the first-
comers in the floodplain, and during the precolonial period the
Kotoko chiefs ruled a large part of the floodplain and devised
institutions that governed access to and use of common-pool
resources. In the last 100 years, the Kotoko chiefs have gradually
lost power, and privileges have increased for Musgum fishers and
Arab pastoralists, who have moved into and settled in the parts
of the floodplain that were once ruled by the Kotoko. The loss of
power of traditional authorities is not only due to demographic
shifts in the floodplain, but also to changes in national policies
and politics (Issa 2007). Most recently, processes of
democratization and decentralization have fueled party politics
and empowered a larger group of citizens and politicians (Socpa
2002), in some cases, at the expense of traditional authorities. The
institutional changes that have occurred in the last 100 years have
led the Kotoko to lose their monopoly over the management of
common-pool resources.  

While Haller et al. (2013) argue that the Kotoko institutions
regulating access to resources worked well in the past, I would
argue that the system was not equitable in the past because the
institutions served to protect the interests of the Kotoko over
those of other groups. Haller et al. (2013) write that the Kotoko
nobles not only managed the fishing resources, but also the
grazing resources because they decided when pastoralists could
access the pastures. Haller et al. (2013) argue that the Kotoko
institutions coordinated the timing of different economic
activities in the floodplain and so minimized conflicts and
transaction costs between different user groups, for example,
between fishers and pastoralists. This is particularly salient when
the floods recede and Kotoko fishers use their canals and
pastoralists enter the floodplain with their cattle. The canals,
which run east–west and may reach ≥ 2 km in length, block the
transhumance routes of pastoralist that run north–south. By
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delaying the entry of pastoralists into the floodplain, Kotoko
could finish canal fishing without cattle destroying their canals
and threatening their income.  

While this is probably the best solution to this conflict of timing,
I would argue that by giving pastoralists access to pastures only
after the fishing activities in the canals have ended, the Kotoko
nobles solved the problem in favor of Kotoko fishers and at the
expense of FulBe and Arab pastoralists. Similar inequities existed
between Kotoko and Musgum fishers; the former were given
priorities with regard to fishing rights and the construction of
fishing canals. In short, in the past, the institutions were designed
to protect the interests of Kotoko fishers at the expense of other
user groups. Moreover, floodplain fisheries are highly productive
systems driven by flood dynamics and can be robust to high levels
of exploitation (Welcomme and Hagborg 1977). It is likely that
fisher populations were well below carrying capacity in the past
and that the institutions then were not aimed at sustainable
management of fish resources. It appears that the foremost goal
of the Kotoko chiefs was not sustainable management of
common-pool resources, but rather extracting rent and protecting
Kotoko interests.

AN OPEN PROPERTY REGIME
I next describe the open property regime of pastoralists in the
floodplain as I have come to understand it, drawing on a number
of my previous publications (Moritz et al. 2013a,b, 2014a,b, 
Moritz 2016). Given the extensive research of social and
ecological systems, I would argue that this description is a more
accurate description of the current state of pastoralists’
management of common-pool grazing resources in the Logone
floodplain than that presented by Haller et al. (2013).  

Mobile pastoralists in the region share a strong ethos of open
access to common-pool grazing resources. They believe that every
pastoralist has the same rights to use grazing lands, regardless of
ethnicity, nationality, seniority, or socioeconomic status.
Pastoralists emphatically argue that access is free and open for
everyone; it does not matter whether pastoralists are coming from
Cameroon or Nigeria, whether they are newcomers or old-timers,
or whether they are FulBe or Arab. When asked about open access,
pastoralists would say as a matter of fact, “na’i non, naa yimBe”
(it’s [about] cattle, not [about] people) or “nagge nyaamataa nagge”
(cattle do not eat [other] cattle), meaning that all cattle are equal
and have equal access to the pastures (Moritz et al. 2013b). For
mobile pastoralists, keeping cattle is not only a way of making a
living and a way of life, but one could argue that cattle are life
because without them people cannot live as pastoralists. In this
sense, to deny cattle access to grazing resources would be to deny
pastoralists life. This ethos of open access, which is shared among
all mobile pastoralists in the study area, including absentee owners
and their hired herders, informs how pastoralists coordinate their
movements and use of common-pool grazing resources (Moritz
et al. 2013b).  

Although pastoralists gain customary rights over campsites after
two or three years of consecutive seasonal occupation, these rights
do not give pastoralists exclusive access over the common-pool
grazing resources surrounding the campsite. Thus, access to
grazing lands is open, even when pastoralists have customary
rights to campsites within these grazing lands. No one is obliged
to ask for permission from traditional or governmental

authorities or other pastoralists to set up camp near established
campsites. This applies to all pastoralists, including newcomers
from other groups or countries. Pastoralists may ask fellow
pastoralists whether they can set up camp close by, but this request
cannot be refused. Moreover, many pastoralists do not ask or
inform their neighbors about site decisions out of principle, not
even when they set up camp 250 m from another campsite. These
rules are not limited to the floodplain; they also apply to the rainy
season grazing areas in other parts of the Far North Region.  

We have referred to this system as management of open access
(Moritz et al. 2013b), which we argue is not an oxymoron because
there are clear rules about who has access to the common-pool
grazing resources (all pastoralists) and who can be excluded (no
one). The rules are reaffirmed in everyday practice every time
pastoralists set up camps in new sites without asking. The ethos
and practice of open access is a form of everyday management
that regulates the use of common-pool resources in that there are
two important outcomes: the emergence of an ideal free-like
distribution of mobile pastoralists in which the distribution of
grazing pressure matches the distribution of grazing resources
(Moritz et al. 2014a,b), and a lack of major conflict among
pastoralists (Scholte et al. 2006). These outcomes require the
everyday commitment of pastoralists to the ethos and practice of
open access. Pastoralists themselves talk about open access not
in terms of an absence of rules, but in terms of rights for all.
Moreover, these rules are meaningful to mobile pastoralists:
Without access to common-pool grazing resources, they cannot
survive in this semi-arid environment (Moritz et al. 2013b). The
current pastoral system is highly adaptive and resilient because
there is both an ecological fit and an institutional fit. Mobility
and open access are critical for sustainable management of
common-pool grazing resources that are highly variable in space
and time.

INSTITUTIONAL FIT
It may come as a surprise, but national governments in the Chad
basin have generally been supportive of pastoralists’ mobility and
their open access to common-pool grazing resources. The notion
of open access to common-pool grazing resources is thus not
limited to mobile pastoralists in the Logone floodplain; national
laws and international agreements also support it. It is a good
example of nested institutions in which the management system
of mobile pastoralists is supported by higher institutions (Ostrom
1990, Ostrom et al. 2002).  

First, current laws support open access to common-pool grazing
resources. Grazing lands in Cameroon are legally state property
(Ordinance 74-1 of 1974). However, the law explicitly gives all
pastoralists the right to use these common-pool resources unless
the state uses these grazing lands for other purposes such as
wildlife conservation or agricultural development projects.
National laws thus support pastoralists’ open access to grazing
lands; provided that pastoralists vaccinate their animals and pay
their taxes, they cannot be denied access to these common-pool
grazing resources.  

Second, national and international policies protect transhumance
corridors that allow pastoralists to move between seasonal
grazing areas in the Chad basin. The Lake Chad Basin
Commission (LCBC) has been supporting the system of open
access to common-pool grazing resources since its creation in the
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1960s by the four countries bordering Lake Chad: Cameroon,
Chad, Niger, and Nigeria. The LCBC member countries
recognize the importance of the livestock for the economy in the
Chad basin, and their primary concerns are coordination of
veterinary controls and facilitating livestock trade (and thus
livestock movements) between countries. In addition, the LCBC
aims to regulate and control the use of water and other natural
resources in the basin and to initiate, promote, and coordinate
natural resource development projects and research. International
agreements between LCBC member countries enable freedom of
movement for pastoralists in the Chad basin, provided they have
vaccinated their animals and paid the local and national taxes.
This allows pastoralists from Chad, Niger, Nigeria, Cameroon,
and more recently the Central African Republic and Sudan, which
joined the LCBC, to travel freely within the Chad basin if  they
can show their certificate of vaccination and tax receipts.  

There are few historical data on pastoralists’ management of
common-pool grazing resources in the Logone floodplain in the
precolonial period. Travel accounts from the 19th century
describe pastoralists near the floodplain, but they also describe
slave raids and warfare between the Islamic states and their
neighbors (Barth 1965). The colonial conquest established a
“colonial peace” that opened up the floodplain for pastoralists
(Seignobos 2000). The ethno-historical evidence suggests that
pastoralists had open access to common-pool grazing resources
in the floodplain, and by the 1960s, pastoralists from all over the
Diamaré went on transhumance to the Logone floodplain
(Mouchet 1960). National laws later affirmed pastoralists’ rights
of open access to common-pool grazing resources. Thus, instead
of dismantling a property regime, I would contend that the state
supported an existing open property regime.

ECOLOGICAL FIT
Haller et al. (2013) suggest that pastures in the Logone floodplain
are degrading because pastoralists have open access to common-
pool grazing resources. However, in our studies of mobile
pastoralists in the Logone floodplain, we have found no evidence
of overgrazing or rangeland degradation, i.e., a tragedy of the
commons. One of the main reasons is that there is a weak coupling
between herbivores and vegetation in the floodplain. The
vegetation is controlled by flooding and naturally protected
against overgrazing because up to two-thirds of the biomass is
stored underground, the floodplain is inaccessible for pastoralists
during at least four to six months of the year, and even when
accessible, the roots are difficult to graze because of the firm soil
(Scholte 2007, Scholte and Brouwer 2008). In other words,
flooding, not grazing, determines the vegetation. Moreover, this
root bank of perennial grasses generates forage every year after
the floods and is comparable to the seed bank of annual grasses
in the Sahelian rangelands, in which there is also a weak coupling
between herbivores and vegetation (Hiernaux et al. 2016).  

Another reason for the absence of a tragedy of the commons is
that it is an open system and pastoralists are able to move to
wherever the grazing resources are; they are not restricted to one
seasonal grazing area. In the five years that we tracked the
distribution of pastoralists in our study area in the floodplain
using GPS and GIS technology and the distribution of forage
using the normalized difference vegetation index (an indicator of
the quality and quantity of forage), we found that the former

closely matched the latter. In other words, pastoralists effectively
distribute themselves over the available resources within the
floodplain as in an ideal free distribution (Moritz et al. 2014a).
Similarly, we found that when the grasslands in the floodplain
recovered after the reflooding project in the 1990s, the increase in
grazing pressure closely tracked the increase in biomass (Scholte
et al. 2000, 2006). This also suggests that pastoralists distribute
themselves over seasonal grazing areas in an ideal free distribution
(Moritz et al. 2014b).  

Indeed, rangeland degradation occurred in the floodplain in the
1980s, but this was caused by the Maga dam and not by
overgrazing. The reduced flooding directly affected forage
production, in part via a change in plant species composition in
areas most affected by the reduced flooding (Scholte 2005).
Perennial species such as Vetiveria nigritana, Echinochloa
pyramidalis, and Oryza longistaminata slowly disappeared,
whereas annual grasses such as Sorghum arundinaceum increased
in areas where flooding was limited. Moreover, on the western
edge of the floodplain, which no longer flooded, the grass
savannah gradually changed into a dense forest of acacia trees.
Both the shift from perennial to annual species and from grass
savannah to woody savannah reduced the grazing resources for
pastoralists. The annual species that came to dominate the
floodplain were of much less value to cattle than the perennial
species it replaced. As forage production declined, many
pastoralists left for the North Region in Cameroon as well as for
Chad, Nigeria, and the Central African Republic. Although there
are no reliable data for the pastoralist population in the 1970s and
1980s, interviews that we conducted with pastoralists about the
changes in transhumance movements indicated that there was a
veritable exodus of pastoralists because of the changes in
vegetation caused by the dam and the drought. This pasture
degradation was driven by the lack of flooding and not by
overgrazing caused by institutional changes in management of
common-pool grazing resources within the floodplain.

MISREADING PASTORAL PROPERTY REGIMES
McCay (2002), like Vayda (2009), has argued that theoretical
models may prevent researchers from recognizing how users
interact with common-pool resources. I would add that McCay’s
concerns not only apply to Hardin’s (1968) “tragedy of the
commons” model but also to Ostrom’s (1990) “governing the
commons” model, which has become the dominant lens with
which African pastoral systems have been studied and managed
since the 1990s (Peters 1994, Lesorogol 2008).  

Haller et al. (2013) are not the only people who have misread
pastoral property regimes. A quick review of literature on pastoral
systems in the Far North Region of Cameroon shows how models
have shaped researchers’ interpretations. Researchers have
consistently mislabeled pastoral property regimes as common
property regimes or as de facto open access because of
government interventions leading to breakdown of traditional
commons. Most researchers have used the “governing the
commons” model that assumes that there is regulation of access
to common-pool grazing resources. Requier-Desjardins (2001)
and Rouchier et al. (2001), for example, describe the management
of common-pool grazing resources as a commons. They argue
that even though there is no formal regulation of access, access is
regulated through informal negotiations between mobile
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pastoralists on the one hand and farmers and traditional
authorities on the other. Rouchier et al. (2001) explicitly label the
management of common-pool grazing resources as commons
while simultaneously describing a situation of open access.  

When the herdsmen are away from their home village,
they live in the bush. This space is a common property:
it is not privately appropriated and anyone is allowed to
use the resources that are on it. It is thus said to be on
open access (Hardin 1968). But one can notice that
herdsmen are not actually free to graze their cattle
wherever they please. Although the lands seem to be
open, there exist unwritten rules that define how these
‘commons’ should be used, although the land seems to be
open (Ostrom 1990). In the context of North Cameroon,
the head of the village is responsible for the presence of
the herdsmen, who are expected to announce their arrival
to the village leader. If  tradition has it that the village
leaders never refuse access, it is equally habitual, if not
compulsory, for the herdsmen to offer money ... 
(Rouchier et al. 2001:529, emphasis added). 

My colleagues and I have described the same system slightly
differently and argued that mobile pastoralists had a “nomadic
contract” with traditional authorities whereby open access to
grazing resources and personal safety were protected by sedentary
FulBe authorities in their territory, in exchange for tax and
tributes (Moritz et al. 2002). However, we argued that the nomadic
contract was about guaranteeing open access for mobile
pastoralists, not about excluding them. We gave the example of
how the traditional FulBe chief  of Mindif  argued for mobile
pastoralists’ open access to common-pool grazing resources in
his territory against the wishes of the Mindif-Moulvoudaye Agro-
Pastoral Development Project, which wanted to exclude nomads
from the project’s grazing blocks in the 1980s (Moritz et al. 2002).  

To a certain extent, Rouchier et al. (2001) are correct: common-
pool grazing resources are legally state property, and pastoralists
make payments to traditional and governmental authorities.
However, authorities are not controlling access because no one is
refused access. Moreover, Cameroonian law explicitly gives
everyone, including foreigners, the right to use these public lands
for grazing. The authorities are simply collecting taxes and rents;
they are not regulating access (see Rent seeking is not governance).  

Haller et al. (2013) have interpreted the introduction of apparent
government control in the postcolonial state as the reason for the
demise of traditional common property regimes that were present
in the precolonial state; this transformation led to de facto open
access in that pastoralists may feel that they have access because
they pay taxes (Fokou 2010, Haller 2010). I argue that there has
been open access to common-pool grazing resources in both pre-
and postcolonial states.

RENT SEEKING IS NOT GOVERNANCE
It is a common mistake to interpret the extraction of rents as the
governance of common-pool resources. In the Logone floodplain,
Kotoko authorities are not coordinating pastoralists’ use of
common-pool grazing resources; they are collecting rents and
protecting the interests of fishers.  

When we asked mobile pastoralists how they gain access to the
common-pool grazing resources in the Logone floodplain, many

mentioned that, “herders must ask the traditional Kotoko chief
and pay taxes” when they want to set up their camp. Others argued
that, “they do not need permission, they just set up camp, and
then people will find them for the taxes.” The latter statement is
a more accurate description of what we have observed in the
floodplain: pastoralists do not go to traditional authorities to ask
for permission; instead, representatives of the authorities come
to the pastoralists to collect taxes. One could argue that the former
is the “public transcript” because it shows the authorities in
charge, whereas the latter can be considered a form of “hidden
transcript” in that it challenges the official version of the
relationship between pastoralists and authorities in the floodplain
(Scott 1990). The fact that representatives of the authorities come
to collect taxes after the pastoralists have set up camps also
indicates that this is not about management of common-pool
resources, i.e., organizing who can set up camp when and where,
but primarily about revenue generation and rent-seeking by
governmental, municipal, and traditional authorities (Moritz et
al. 2015b).  

There is also no evidence that the collection of taxes by the Kotoko
authorities regulates access to common-pool grazing resources
(Moritz et al. 2013b). The transhumance tax that pastoralists pay
in each municipality where they set up camp ranges from
approximately 10,000 FCFA ($20 USD) to 12,000 FCFA ($24
USD) per herd. On average, pastoralists stay in three
municipalities per year, resulting in 30,000 FCFA ($60 USD) in
transhumance tax, which seems high, and pastoralists complain
about it. However, using very conservative estimates of a herd of
50 cattle with an average value of 100,000 FCFA ($200 USD) per
animal, the transhumance tax amounts to 0.6% of their total
property value and only 3% of pastoralists’ annual income from
cattle sales (Moritz 2003). Moreover, although pastoralists always
complain about taxes (and who doesn’t?), I have never heard that
pastoralists change their transhumance routes to avoid
municipalities because of taxes. Thus, there is no indication that
taxes regulate access or function as a disincentive, even for poorer
pastoralists.  

Previously, we wrote that pastoralists announce their presence in
the territory by paying a visit to the traditional authorities (Moritz
et al. 2002). We now know that pastoralists simply set up camp
wherever they want because the authorities will show up to collect
the transhumance tax. Leaders of pastoral groups may visit the
traditional authorities and pay tribute, but they do this to solidify
their political position within their community, rather than to
gain access to common-pool grazing resources for their followers.
The leaders of pastoral groups we interviewed referred to the
payments to traditional authorities as ceede huDO (literally,
money for grass) and ceede sabur (literally, money for soap), which
suggests that it is a small token gift rather than a large tribute.
More importantly, we found, both in the 1990s and in 2008–2012,
that no one is refused access, not even pastoralists who explicitly
refused to pay even a nominal amount. Again, there is no evidence
of regulation through taxation.

WHERE IS THE ECOLOGY?
Some time ago, Vayda and Walters (1999) wrote a commentary
titled Against Political Ecology in which they argued that many
political ecologists were studying politics without studying the
ecology, and that if  political ecologists want to make claims about

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol22/iss1/art13/
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how politics shapes environmental change, they should at least
study the ecology (for a review of this discussion see Walker 2005).
A similar problem exists in the study of social-ecological systems.
There is a considerable body of literature on social-ecological
systems in African floodplains, and while the coupling of systems
is always acknowledged, most research focuses on only one of the
systems, and couplings with other systems are then considered
context.  

This critique also applies to Haller et al.’ (2013) publication, which
is based on an ambitious comparative study that examines the
institutional context of the management of natural resources in
African floodplains, including the Logone floodplain. The results
of the case studies and the comparative analysis have been
published in multiple articles and books (e.g., Haller 2010, 2012).
However, because the team consisted solely of social scientists, it
remains unclear what the effects of institutions are on natural
resources. While it is understandable that the team consisted of
social scientists (the study’s focus was on institutions), it is also
problematic because claims are made about the effectiveness of
these institutions in terms of managing natural resources.  

Haller et al. (2013) write that they combine a range of theoretical
approaches, including institutional analysis and ecological
approaches, to examine how pastoralists in four African
floodplains manage common-pool resources. However, no studies
of the ecosystem have been conducted. The authors mention that
they “have collected information on ecological studies” and have
visited the areas with specialists, e.g., botanists, ecologists, and
veterinary officers, but that is not the same as conducting an
ecological study or reviewing ecological studies (Fynn et al. 2015).
The authors rely mostly on reports from locals about changes in
the ecosystem, which indicate a change in species composition of
grasslands from higher to lower quality species, and increasing
variability in rainfall patterns and associated flooding patterns.
However, it is unclear whether we should take these observations
at face value because no ecological or climate data are presented
to support these claims about changes in the ecosystem.  

Nevertheless, Haller et al. (2013:3–4) conceptualize floodplains
as social-ecological systems and write, “One cannot separate the
institutional context from the ecosystem context: these are
interlinked or to put in other words, they have coevolved and
formed the ecosystem in place,” and, “Institutional fit has to be
understood as embedded within specific social ecological
contexts.” However, the authors use several alternative terms to
describe the social-ecological systems of the floodplains,
including but not limited to: social-ecological systems, social-
natural system, and anthropogenic ecosystem setting, suggesting
the lack of a clear conceptualization of social-ecological systems
used in the analysis. Notably, the term “political environment” is
always listed separately from the social-ecological system,
suggesting that politics are not an analytical part of the social-
ecological system of these floodplains when they should be.  

Haller et al. (2013) argue that by integrating institutional analysis
and ecological approaches, they will be able to study how
institutions lead to sustainable management of natural resources.
However, because no ecological studies are conducted, that goal
cannot be achieved. It is only if  studies of the social system are
combined with studies of the ecological system that we are able

to evaluate that argument. For example, if  Haller et al. (2013) had
conducted a longitudinal study of the changes in vegetation in
the floodplain or reviewed the literature (Scholte et al. 2000,
Scholte 2005, 2007), they would have found that grassland
dynamics are driven by flooding, not by grazing, and that after
the reflooding project in the 1990s, pasture quality increased in
response to the increase in flooding and that there was no decrease
because of overgrazing. They would then have to conclude that
flooding, and not institutional change, is the main driver in the
floodplain.  

Elsewhere, we have argued that the conceptual approach of
coupled human and natural systems in which the emphasis is on
developing an integrated and quantitative model of social,
ecological, and hydrological systems will allow researchers to
examine not only how systems shape each other, but also how
much (Moritz et al. 2016). A coupled systems approach that
examines the dynamics of social and ecological systems allows
researchers to answer the question of institutional fit and advance
the understanding of the dynamics of African floodplains. Our
studies of the pastoral ecosystem in the floodplain indicate that
open property regimes are a good institutional fit for resource
systems in which common-pool grazing resources are highly
variable in space and time and abiotically driven (Scholte et al.
2006, Moritz et al. 2014a).

CONCLUSION
Normally I do not write responses to articles, but the stakes are
high for pastoralists in the Logone floodplain and elsewhere
(Davis 2016). Haller et al. (2013) simply repeat the same old story
that open access to common-pool grazing resources leads to a
tragedy of the commons in pastoral systems. I hope to have shown
convincingly that this story is inaccurate and that there is no
tragedy. On the contrary, I would argue that the open property
regime of mobile pastoralists in the Logone floodplain is
equitable, efficient, and sustainable. More importantly, it is not
the only such case; there are many other pastoral systems that
work in similar ways.

Responses to this article can be read online at: 
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/9055
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