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OVERVIEW 

This is an activity guide that 

introduces the topic of resource 

rampage. The activity allows you to 

explore the importance of ‘The tragedy of 

the commons’ with your students. 

• Lesson Objective: To gain a basic 

understanding of the tragedy of the 

commons. 

• Curriculum links: 

Geography/Science/Mathematics 

LEARNING TIPS 
This ‘Resource rampage’ guide can be used 

with Project Seagrass activities in the ‘Habit 

breaker’, ‘Climate change’, ‘Making changes’, 

‘Species hunt’, ‘Microplastics’ and ‘Litter’ 

guides. 
This activity could be played on the beach with 

the ocean jar drawn in the sand and using shells 

and pebbles as counters. Use shoes as the 

ships! 

KEY WORDS 

Poseidon – 

Greek God of the sea 

Tragedy of the commons 

– 

Individuals neglecting what’s 

best for the community for 

personal gain 

FUN FACT! 

90% of the world’s 

fisheries are 

overfished! 

KEY INFORMATION 

• Indoor activity 

• Group activity 

• Time – >20 minutes 

• Practical 

HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Standard classroom or outdoor rules! 
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INTRODUCTION 
For most resources on Earth, we only have a limited amount of them. When 

lots of people use a common resource, it can quickly run out, especially if it 

doesn’t cost the individual anything to gain a bigger reward, so the individual 

keeps taking more and more. If everyone has this approach, then the free or 

common resources quickly deteriorates. This is called the tragedy of the 

commons. 

Think about receiving email spam. If one company sends you an email every 

week to advertise their goods, then you’ll likely read what they have to offer. If 

lots of companies send you an email every week then you’ll quickly start to 

ignore them all, so none of them benefit from you reading their advertising. 

The resource rampage activity uses fish in the ocean to show how difficult it 

can be to manage common resources whilst individual interests are at play. 

Consider other examples of the tragedy of the commons such as burning 

fossil fuels, air and water pollution and deforestation. We need to find ways 

that ensure everyone works together so that everyone gains the benefits of a 

sustainable planet. 

 

 

 

 

 

Here’s a 5-minute 

TedEd video which 

explains the tragedy 

of the commons 
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=CxC161GvMPc

&feature=emb_logo&ab_

channel=TED-Ed 
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ACTIVITY: 
1) Split each group into teams with at 

least 2 players. Give each team a 

container - they’re now a proud fishing 

company with a fancy new ship. 

Encourage naming their ship! 

2) The ocean (clear container) is filled 

with 50 fish (counters), this is its 

maximum carrying capacity and it stays 

with Poseidon (the person running the 

game). Keep the remaining counters 

with Poseidon. 

3) Each company wants to get the most 

wealth through catching the most fish 

possible. 

4) Each round represents a year, so the companies 

need to think of strategies that will get them the 

most fish over many years. Warn them that the 

number of fish in the ocean the following year 

depends on how many are left once all the 

companies have been fishing. 

5) To catch fish each company needs to secretly write down how many fish 

they want to catch and put it in their ship to take over to Poseidon, the king 

of the sea. 

6) Once each company has bought their ship over with their paper slip then 

Poseidon will randomly select a ship and give out the number of fish they’ve 

asked for from the ocean. If a company asks for more fish than are left in the 

ocean, then their ship is returned empty and Poseidon moves on to the next 

ship. The order the ships are chosen to receive their fish must be random so 

that it doesn’t become a race to get the first fish request in. 

Counters around 300 
(can use pebbles, 
coins or even 
uncooked pasta/ rice) 

 

 

A large clear jar that 
can hold 50 counters  

 

 

A container per team 
(a cup or small box) 

 

 

A copy of the 
regeneration chart 
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7) That’s year one completed!  

8) At the end of each year Poseidon will top up the fish in the ocean depending 

on how many are left.  

a. If there are more than 25 fish left, then Poseidon will replenish stocks 

back to the ocean’s maximum capacity of 50 fish. 

b. If there are less than 25 fish left, then Poseidon will double what is left. 

So, if 3 fish are left, Poseidon will add 3 more, leaving only 6 fish for the 

following year. 

9) Repeat the process for the following years. 

10) If the companies quickly catch all the fish, then continue for a couple 

more years to emphasise their mistake of taking too much - no catch at all! 

11) If all the companies are working together to get the maximum sustained 

catch you can also stop the game. 

12) Ask each company to count up their final wealth and tell the rest of the 

group. 
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Follow up discussion points: 

1) Was there a winner from the game? 

2) Talk about the most sustainable catch number- if the total of all companies 

catch was 25, then the ocean would be fully replenished the following year, 

producing the biggest catch over the long term. If they played for 10 years, 

then 250 fish would have been available. 

a. How many would that be for each company? This would have been the 

maximum available catch for all companies. 

b. How does the maximum available catch compare to their total catches? 

c. What rules could they have followed so that each company gained the 

maximum sustainable catch each year? 

3) Was there a sudden collapse? Why do they think there was/wasn’t? 

4) Relate the shared ocean fish to other shared common resources, such as 

carbon dioxide production and fossil fuel use, forests or land use. Can the 

group think of any other scenarios where we tend to overtake causing a 

quick collapse of a shared resource? 

5) If playing with the extension discuss how the external events effected their 

decision making within and between the companies. 

Depending on the group, random events could be added every other year to 

see how new circumstances alter the games dynamics: 

• Seagrass restoration success - add 5 fish to the ocean’s max capacity. 

• Sea water warms - minus 10 fish, ocean capacity never recovers. 

• Oil spill - minus 5 fish, ocean capacity can slowly rebuild. 

• Marine protected area introduced - minus 10 fish from capacity in the 

first year but add 20 the following year (totalling 60 fish capacity at the 

beginning of the 2nd year if starting with 50). 


