
THE TRAGEDY OF 
THE COMMONS

G E O G R A P H Y  A  L E V E L  TA S T E R  L E S S O N



THE A LEVEL GEOGRAPHY COURSE
Physical geography: Coastal systems and landscapes (HCF Yr12)

Hazards (HCF Year 13)

Water and Carbon Cycle (RJM Year13)

Human geography: Changing places (HCF & RJM Year12)

Contemporary urban environments (RJM Year12)

Global systems and global governance (RJM Year13)

Geography fieldwork investigation: NEA (RJM & HCF End of Year12)

Geographical skills: HCF & RJM throughout course

The exam board is AQA
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EXAM ASSESSMENT IN GEOGRAPHY
• You will not be asked to write out your notes

• The syllabus is large
• You will be expected to know your material inside out, the questions will often ask you to 

use that knowledge to apply it to something new

• Questions are almost all evaluative – in other words they require an informed 

judgement by you I.e. not just what something is but how much you agree or how strong 

something is.

• E.g. you will learn about earthquakes case studies but a question could be 

“Earthquakes don’t kill people, buildings do” To what extent do you agree 

with this statement? /20 

You need to be prepared to do a lot of reading and research both guided 

and independently and the more the better so that you can shape these 

opinions and sound like you know what you are talking about!



THIS TASTER LESSON…

• Aims to inform you of one small area of the A level course 

• And encourage you to participate and think about the 

wider application

• Discuss and try out ideas

• Arrive at an informed and detailed piece of writing



WE ARE GOING TO START WITH A 
STORY….

•The story is called The Tragedy of the 

Commons.



There is an area of common land

4 farmers have grazing rights to the land

The farmers let 

their animals 

graze the land 

and benefit from 

the resources 

from the animals

Nothing much 

changes, the 

common land 

grows and the 

cows graze and 

produce milk 

and things are 

good

Then one farmer 

thinks….

I know…

If I get another 

cow then I will 

have more milk 

and more profits 

but the cost will 

be shared by 

everyone 

And the other 

farmers think…. 

Hang on that’s a 

point, we could 

do that too. So 

they do…

But one of the 

farmers 

thinks…Hey I 

don’t need to 

stop at one more 

cow, I could 

double the 

number of my 

cows and double 

the profits

Can you see 

where this is 

going?

The tragedy of the commons is…

Freedom of the commons brings ruin to 

all!



NOT A HAPPY ENDING!

Do we think there is some truth in the story?

Does the use of all commons have such an inevitable and tragic 
ending?

Can you think of examples of “commons” that this could be 
applied to?

What are the global commons?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYA1y405JW0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYA1y405JW0


THE ‘GLOBAL COMMONS’

The ‘global commons’ 

refers to resource 

domains or areas that lie 

outside of the political 

reach of any one 

nation.

→ Sustainability= 

protecting the 

global commons 



International law recognises four global commons:

• The high seas

• The atmosphere 

• Antarctica 

• Outer Space

• *Cyberspace (arguably a shared resource)

Each of the global commons 

is covered by a number of

international laws or treaties.



FOR YOUR GLOBAL COMMON COMPLETE THE 
FOLLOWING TASK: 

The atmosphere

Why is it so important?
What are the main threats?

Challenges of managing 

it…

Examples of how it is being managed…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPcAnother example and wider applications if required?:

There is an A3 

sheet for each 

commons to 

help you to think 

further about it.

TIME _______

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc










The atmosphere

Why is it so important?
What are the main threats?

Challenges of managing 

it…

Examples of how it is being managed…

The high seasOuter spaceAntarctica



WHICH COMMON WOULD YOU CHOOSE 
TO BE IN CHARGE OF MANAGING? 
JUSTIFY YOUR ANSWER.

• The high seas

• The atmosphere 

• Antarctica 

• Outer Space



WHICH COMMON IS THE MOST 
IMPORTANT TO LIFE ON EARTH? JUSTIFY 
YOUR ANSWER.

• The high seas

• The atmosphere 

• Antarctica 

• Outer Space

You have 5 

minutes to 

choose one and 

plan your 

justification



READING: 



TO WHAT EXTENT IS IT POSSIBLE FOR 
HUMANS TO MITIGATE THE TRAGEDY 
OF THE COMMONS?  /20

• Mitigate?...

• Reduce the effects of

Last Ted clip if needed: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc

