Local Currencies

The following is information on local currencies lifted from the E.F. Schummacher Society website (http://www.localcurrency.org/local_currencies.html), an article covering the Local Currencies in the 21st Century conference  by the Utne Reader (http://www.utne.com/2004-06-01/LocalCurrenciesArentSmallChange.aspx), and information from Wikipedia.org (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_currency#Benefits)
Widely used in the United States in the early 1900s, local currencies are a legal, but underutilized tool for citizens to support local economies. Local currencies function on a regional scale the same way that national currencies have functioned on a national scale—building the regional economy by creating a protective “membrane” that is defined by the currency itself.  Local businesses that accept the currency are distinguished from chain stores that do not, building greater affinity between citizens of the region and their local merchants. Individuals choosing to use the currency make a conscious commitment to buy locally first, taking personal responsibility for the health and wellbeing of their community, laying the foundation of a truly vibrant, thriving local economy. (E.F. Schummacher Society)
Benefits

The Wörgl experiment dramatically illustrates some of the common characteristics and major benefits of local currencies. [4]
· Local currencies tend to circulate much more rapidly than national currencies. The same amount of currency in circulation is employed more times and results in far greater overall economic activity. It produces greater benefit per unit. The higher velocity of money is a result of the negative interest rate which encourages people to spend the money more quickly. 

· Local currencies enable the community to more fully utilize its existing productive resources, especially unemployed labor, which has a catalytic effect on the rest of the local economy. They are based on the premise that the community is not fully utilizing its productive capacities, because of a lack of local purchasing power. The alternative currency is utilized to increase demand, resulting in a greater exploitation of productive resources. So long as the local economy is functioning at less than full capacity, the introduction of local currency need not be inflationary, even when it results in a significant increase in total money supply and total economic activity. 

· Since local currencies are only accepted within the community, their usage encourages the purchase of locally-produced and locally-available goods and services. Thus, for any given level of economic activity, more of the benefit accrues to the local community and less drains out to other parts of the country or the world. For instance, construction work undertaken with local currencies employs local labor and utilizes as far as possible local materials. The enhanced local effect becomes an incentive for the local population to accept and utilize the scrips. 

· Some forms of complementary currency can promote fuller utilization of resources over a much wider geographic area and help bridge the barriers imposed by distance. The Fureai kippu system in Japan issues credits in exchange for assistance to senior citizens. Family members living far from their parents can earn credits by offering assistance to the elderly in their local community. The credits can then be transferred to their parents and redeemed by them for local assistance. Airline frequent flyer miles are a form of complementary currency that promotes customer-loyalty in exchange for free travel. The airlines offer most of the coupons for seats on less heavily sold flights where some seats normally go empty, thus providing a benefit to customers at relatively low cost to the airline. 

· While most of these currencies are restricted to a small geographic area or a country, through the Internet electronic forms of complementary currency can be used to stimulate transactions on a global basis. In China, Tencent's QQ coins are a virtual form of currency that has gained wide circulation. QQ coins can be purchased for Renimbi and used to purchase virtual products and services such as ringtones and on-line video game time. They are also obtainable through on-line exchange for goods and services at about twice the Renimbi price, by which additional 'money' is being directly created. Though virtual currencies are not 'local' in the tradition sense, they do cater to the specific needs of a particular community, a virtual community. Once in circulation, they add to the total effective purchasing power of the on-line population as in the case of local currencies. 

· Society utilizes only a small portion of its resources and opportunities. Almost everyone has underutilized knowledge, skills and time that can be engaged productively. Most manufacturers and services have underutilized machinery or capacity. Complementary currencies are a creative means to enhance this untapped social potential.
Difficulties

A common difficulty arising with many local currencies is pooling, with sudden release of the pool, creating hyperinflation. This is particularly likely when the local currency is not exchangeable for the coin of the realm and there are only a few vendors of basic necessities (such as food or housing) accepting the local currency for full, or nearly full, payment. (Wikipedia)
Examples of Local Currencies

Local currencies come in many forms from labor based exchange notes to alternative currencies backed by U.S. dollars.  No matter the form the goal of community resilience and economic strengthening is the same.  Below are examples of the more prominent local currencies currently used in the U.S.
BerkShares (www.berkshares.org) are a local currency for the Southern Berkshire region of Massachusetts. They were issued on September 29, 2006 by BerkShares, Inc. BerkShares are exchanged for federal dollars at participating regional banks and circulate at a wide variety of local businesses. View television coverage of BerkShares by clicking here, and other international, national, and regional news coverage by clicking here.

Deli Dollars, a single store scrip issued in Great Barrington, Massachusetts in 1989 with help of E. F. Schumacher Society staff, drew national media to the Berkshire region (view videos of news coverage here) and helped renew public interest in local currencies as a tool for community economic revitalization.

Ithaca Hours, Ithaca Health Fund, Whole Ithaca Stock Exchange

Paul Glover started Ithaca Hours -- denominated in hours of labor -- in 1991, distributing the notes to local businesses willing to accept them for goods and services. For instance, local Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farms accept Hours for produce, some doctors accept them for care, and some stores accept Hours for goods.
Glover said, 'When I started Ithaca Hours I thought it would be illegal but it wasn't. It's too bad, the supposed illegality was part of the fun.'
The Ithaca Hours program continues to grow today. It now includes a local credit union that provides an optional Hours account and a health insurance program -- Ithaca Health Fund -- that relies on a simple $100 yearly payment. The Hours maintain a strong value independent of federal dollars because they are backed by future productivity in the community. Over 50 communities throughout North America have adopted local currency programs using the Hours framework.
Go there>>Ithaca HOURs Online
Time Dollar

The Time Dollar -- conceived by Edgar Cahn during a long illness during which he was dependant upon the services of others -- is used to recognize the caring actions of others. The young, old, handicapped, and disenfranchised may not be able to find work but they can certainly contribute to the community and are therefore worthy of earning Time Dollars. Cahn, speaking about his reasons for creating the Time Dollar, said, 'We can create a way of valuing those things that define us as human beings.'
Go there>>Time Dollar USA
JAK Bank

One conference attendee, Per Almgren, designed the interest-free savings and loan system used by the JAK Bank in Sweden since 1973. Almgren notes, 'In the money economy there are only two types of costs, labor costs and interest costs.' He believes that the interest costs are part of what makes growth unsustainable. As Margrit Kennedy said, 'The debt that has accumulated can't be paid back.' The debt is an earth debt, an impossible pressure on natural resources. Eliminating interest would alleviate pressure and put more wealth into the hands of local economies.
The idea of interest-free loans is, perhaps, one of the most revolutionary discussed at the conference. The bank starts with a bulk of capital placed into non-interest earning savings accounts. Eventually members can withdraw their money as the bank becomes sustainable. This happens as people looking for loans build up savings in their account, thereby earning points -- similar to a credit rating. When enough points are earned the bank issues a loan. Instead of paying interest to the bank for the loan the borrower puts money into a savings account that cannot be accessed, building capital for the bank to issue other loans. When the borrower has paid back the entire loan they can then access a significant amount of built-up savings. The bank does not earn interest but does take a slightly above-average bank fee for the process.
Go there>>JAK Medlemsbank
Local Exchange Trading System -- LETS

Founded by Michael Linton on Vancouver Island in 1980 -- by far the most popular debt-free currency system in the world -- LETS is essentially a self-regulated debit and credit system coordinated centrally. A consumer can call the central LETS coordinator to have their account debited and the producer's account credited.
Go there>>LETSystems
All of these examples, and there are many more, are as Bamford, put it, 'ways for economic reality to embody our social and spiritual values.'
David Boyle, jointly responsible for introducing Time Dollars to Britain, said, 'We have to escape from the idea that money is a semi-divine, golden truth.' He went on, 'We are taking the power to create money back into our own hands.'

Go there>>Local Currencies in the 21st Century  
(Utne Reader)

For a local currency to take shape it requires the commitment and dedication of a group of people willing to honor and support the currency.  It can start small, but will not work unless it is steadfastly honored and upheld by those involved.  Does Athens have a group of people willing to work towards creating and maintaining a local currency?  Is it worth it?  
If so the first thing is to form a group willing to take on the project.  Consider this at the next meeting.
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