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Sekai was a Zimbabwean refugee who lived on the streets of Cape Town for several months.  He was not someone to be defeated.  One day he met members of the local Community Exchange System (CES) http://www.community-exchange.org/; in exchange for his handyman services he got everything he needed to furnish a shack but then lost everything in a fire; CES members soon helped him get back on his feet in another shanty town; then robbers raided his home and he lost everything again. After each setback he lifted himself up through the exchange and ended up in a better place than before. Finally he was able to rent an apartment in Cape Town’s exclusive Marina da Gama overlooking the lake and away from the violence and poverty that he had experienced before. Through CES he is now connected to local exchanges in fifteen countries.  All this through giving and receiving equally with others.

While world leaders were discussing ‘innovative financial instruments’ for sustainability at the 2002 Earth Summit in Johannesburg, members of the CES were doing it for real. Their efforts help to strengthen communities, create jobs, reward volunteers, combat isolation, keep people active, encourage new friendships, protect and improve the local environment and change lives.


What exactly do they do in CES?  The same as many thousands of people around the world who have discovered the power of local currency: they use the currency of their labour as an asset to improve individual and community lives instead of waiting for scarce money to arrive and create jobs; they exchange service for service; they connect their assets to others’ needs.  If something needs doing it gets done because currency is always sufficient so long as people are willing to work.  

People have set up community currencies amongst businesses, neighbours, young and retired people, housing associations, credit unions and on the Internet, ranging in size from a few people to thousands of participants.

They have used them to grow community and support local economic development in Africa, Asia, Australasia, Europe, North and South America.

From free to community currency
When an exchange does not involve money we call it free.  So why not just help each other?  In the last few years various movements have grown up to encourage free exchange: Freeconomy – www.justfortheloveofit.org  encourages people to share skills, tools, space and land; Freecycle - www.freecycle.org/  helps its millions of members to recycle their goods by offering them to others; Book Crossing http://bookcrossing.com/ asks its members to leave their unwanted books in public places for others to enjoy and pass on again.

Free exchange is an ideal way to get our gifts moving. It celebrates inter-dependence, keeps goods out of landfills and grows connections between people. But a struggling business or someone on low income has to be careful with their assets; rewards can motivate them to help others, thus releasing much greater amounts of potential social energy for positive change.

One effect of the global 'credit crunch' is a lack of currency to do real work, 

like an electrical appliance waiting for a current before it can be used.  The good news is that communities can create new currencies that use local assets to meet local needs and reward people who share their gifts.  The idea is not new; people have used local currencies for thousands of years; they helped many communities in the USA and Europe during the early 1930s http://www.depressionscrip.com/ and in Argentina during the collapse of the national currency in 2001 http://www.trueque.org.ar/ .

A community currency acts like a circulation system for the community's gifts and assets; it acts like an immune system to protect the community against shocks from outside.  It provides an information system to record and value assets: personal skills, services and goods; communal under-capacity in businesses, community halls, leisure centres and public buildings; it provides a reward system for those who share their assets; it gets assets flowing to solve personal and communal problems, meet urgent needs and achieve important goals.  It acts as a medium of exchange more than a store of value because currency in motion is currency at work.  Trust, reputation and friendship are deepened through every exchange.  

Community currencies in action

Some community currencies support local businesses by staying in a region instead of flowing away like money to distant shareholders: examples include Ithaca HOURS http://www.ithacahours.org/  and Berkshares http://www.berkshares.org/ in the USA, Chiemgauer in Germany http://www.chiemgauer.info/ , Talente Tauschkreis Vorarlberg in Austria http://www.talentiert.at/ and business barter networks worldwide http://irta.com/ .  More customers are attracted to spend in both national and local currency at existing businesses and people try out new business ideas by growing a loyal customer base using local currency.

Other systems aim to grow community by giving people support networks and a safety net for hard times: examples include Time Banks (also known as time dollars in the USA) http://www.timebanks.org/ , http://www.timebanking.org/ , Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS) http://letslinkuk.org/ , http://www.lets.org.au/  Fourth Corner Exchange in the USA http://www.fourthcornerexchange.com/.  Neighbours help neighbours and volunteers assist community projects.  People do everyday jobs like dog walking or shopping for each other, they buy local food from local growers, they get involved with planting trees or running local cafes and community centres. 

Intentional communities like Findhorn in Scotland and Damanhur in Italy have created currencies that serve both residents and visitors.

Tourists can buy some local currencies with national currency, which remains in the region until redeemed; many tourists take their notes home with them as souvenirs and the money is invested in local projects: Salt Spring Island Dollars in Canada for instance http://www.saltspringdollars.com/ .

Other currencies have been created around particular themes or groups:

a youth court in the US; New York’s Elderplan and Japan’s Fureai Kippu for elderly people; healthcare at a doctor's surgery in London, UK; microcredit backing a community currency in Brazil http://www.strohalm.net/en/bonus.html.
Climate change, the end of cheap oil and a dysfunctional financial system create big challenges requiring innovative thinking and solutions just as the world is learning to self-organise; the Internet, social networking and open source software show new ways for people to act together; local businesses, citizens and community groups build their own life-boats to sail the storms.  Two years ago the UK town of Totnes sparked off a global Transition movement of citizens teaching citizens how to prepare for a world with changing climate and less oil.  Many Transition communities have launched their own currencies: Totnes Pound http://totnes.transitionnetwork.org/totnespound/home  and Lewes Pound http://www.thelewespound.org/ are up and running; communities in New Zealand may soon follow suit http://transitionaotearoa.org.nz/ .

Some of the most advanced experiments aim to encourage consumers to reduce their overall energy consumption and increase their use of energy from renewable sources: Kilowatt Cards in the USA http://kilowattcards.com/ are gift cards that pay for 10 kilowatt hours of electricity and can be traded; Sonnenschein in Germany http://www.sonnen-scheine.de/eine-seite/ issues tokens bought with Euros that circulate as currency, while the Euros are invested in the development of local renewable energy sources.

Some systems record all transactions, others have circulating notes, coins and vouchers with designs by local artists and security features; some systems issue currency as ‘mutual credit’ when people exchange, others are issued by a central authority and backed by services or bought with national currency.

Several systems exploit the power of the internet to create platforms for the exchange of several currencies: Community Exchange System http://www.community-exchange.org/, Open Money  http://openmoney.ning.com/ and Ripple https://ripplepay.com/ for instance.

Learning the lessons

US baseball coach Yogi Berra jokes that “In theory, there is no difference between theory and practice; in practice, there is.”  Several decades of practice  have taught some important lessons about organising sustainable community currencies: (a) designers work closely with a local community to identify their goals and assets; (b) they design around local operating conditions rather than trying to parachute in a system that worked somewhere else; (c) they choose a currency mechanism that serves the local goals and conditions; (d) they create an effective organisation to govern and manage a viable currency that will be respected and valued by its users. 

Money travels easily. It goes anywhere and does anything. Community currencies also travel light as they blaze new trails to exchange. But they build in restrictions: specific goals; size of trading area; type of membership; desirable activities; trading rules to encourage fair play. Boundaries make CCs attractive to people who use the currency to carry their values - mutuality, treating people as assets, sustainability, fair trade - and each exchange embeds those values into community life.  This is an ecological approach to currency design.  

Money may also be limited in its uses through ethical funds, charities, micro-credit, cooperatives or social enterprises but it can always leak out of a region or activity to go somewhere else again. Community Currencies stay where they are. These limits enable collective supervision of one of humanity's most powerful tools: currency. On our journeys to sustainable futures the community currency passport is stamped: 'Admitted'.

Community transformation 

Birthing a Community Currency is an act of social and economic justice. We are so conditioned by the availability of money in both our personal lives and our community economies, that our thinking about potential realities is often maimed by it. As Edgar Cahn, developer of time banking, puts it: „The real price we pay for money is the hold that money has on our sense of what is possible – the prison it builds for our imagination.“ 

Sekai in Cape Town is just one of many who has used his imagination and the power of exchange to improve his life chances; as communities all over the world wake up to their own potential to match assets to needs, community currencies will mature into being part of normal life in the 21st century.
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LINKS & RESOURCES:

Film: “La Double Face de La Monnaie” “Two Faces of Money”, http://mareauxcanards.ouvaton.org/films.php?choix_film=25
Complementary Currency Resource Center and Worldwide Database of CCs

http://www.complementarycurrency.org
Thomas Greco’s Reinventing Money

 http://www.reinventingmoney.com
Bernard Lietaer, author of ‘Future of Money’

http://transaction.net/
Roy Davies, Exeter University, UK

http://projects.exeter.ac.uk/RDavies/arian/money.html
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