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Abstract 

Short-sighted reductionist policies aimed at solving problems in complex settings are bound to fail. There is an increasing 
interest in how to strengthen policy implementation (instead of learning by failure) by using complex systems thinking to 
understand the multi-faceted nature of public policy issues. Solutions are envisaged also as complex and needing 
adjustment to local contexts. Here we argue that, while considering complexity is fundamental, policies will continue 
failing unless greater consideration is given to the specific problems linked to local self-organization and the governance 
of the commons. We argue that the commons perspective must contribute to influence policy generally, but also that we 
must first define what does that mean. Keywords such as “commons” in a regulatory text does not mean anything by 
itself, and in some cases can even be misleading or represent a case of “commons washing”. A sign of policy success 
is its ability to enable and strengthen experiences (potential or ongoing) of commons use and management, and that 
those are done in a sustainable way. We would like to organize the discussion around the following questions: what are 
successful cases in which the commons perspective has influenced policy and how and why? What does it mean to 
investigate and remove the legal and political obstacles that commoners face in the different complex governance 
frameworks? Which are the implications of such complexity for top-down policy making? These questions are related to 
two ongoing research programs operating at two different levels that always intersect. On the one hand, from a 
grassroots level, we will present a methodology of “legal hacking”, which is not a lobbying strategy, but oriented towards 
imposing regulatory changes creatively using law—in this way both influencing concrete commons governance and 
democratizing democracy. On the other hand, from a top down level, we will present a recent effort to develop essential 
variables, partly informed by a commons perspective, to understand long-term governance problems in specific 
European areas and support environmental policies. 
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About the Colloquium Series: IASC Europe & CIS is organizing this colloquium series to support the communication among the 

IASC members in the region and beyond to facilitate content-based exchange and cross-disciplinary networking on bringing together 

the commons scholarship and practice with policy. 
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