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Introduction

A variety of motivations lead people to set up or participate in complementary currencies.  At a simple level, Williams (1996) has argued that some join for 'economic' reasons (to gain access to goods and services that otherwise they would not be able to afford), while others join for 'political' reasons, still others for 'community' reasons.  'Political members' join as they believe that the way society and the economy is organised is in some way immoral, unjust or iniquitous; and that an alternative currency can lead to a more just and equal society.    'Community' members join either as they wish to meet new people and build a community around themselves; or because they believe that co-operation and community is necessary for social justice, and that complementary currencies build community.  This is useful, but the motivational aspirations that lead people to use a complementary currency are far more complex.

In thinking about the design features of complementary currencies, I argue that we need first to ask 'what are we trying to achieve?' before going on to ask 'to what extent are the design elements of the tools we are using - complementary currencies - appropriate to the tasks we set ourselves?'  Different goals require different solutions, different tools to achieve that solution, and different forms of complementary currencies have diverse effects, which attract or repel particular groups in society.  This paper argues that there is too little clarity about the aims and objectives implied in a strategy of developing complementary currencies, who they are for, and who is or is not likely to use them.  Alongside a lack of clarity about goals is a lack of clarity about which design elements in differing models of complementary currency are likely to have the desired effect attracting differing groups in society to be them and helping these groups achieve their aims. 

This lack of clarity is reflected in poor learning about what 'works', why, and with what effects.  Too few complementary currency projects think carefully through how their organisational structure and design works to attract or repel potential members, or the extend that design has the intended economic or political effects.  Too often competing complementary projects fail to learn the lessons of the past (or even of their fellow projects), recreate failures, and fail to build on good practice.  They tend to follow a design handed down to them, rather than adapting them in response to stimuli from the field in which they operate.   I argue that the Complementary Currency movement (if there is such a movement) is still underdeveloped.  It can best be thought of as a heterogeneous social movement, a contested movement in which there is no one agreed aim or vision; no clear understanding of who friends and enemies are; and no clear range of tools to use in developing vibrant, diverse and resilient local economies.  Lack of clarity about goals has led to lack of clarity on organisational and design matters. 

This paper therefore analyses the differing political and social objectives the differing actors within the complementary currency 'movement'.  I then discuss the range of designs and features of differing complementary currencies before putting 'aims' and 'features' together in an effort to identify effectiveness of a particular design feature in achieving a particular goal.  I conclude by discussing two approaches to resolving these issues that were developed in discussion with activists.  The 'particularist' approach argues for particular forms of complementary currencies for specific audiences and groups; whereas the 'inclusive' approach argues that the needs of all in a complex and diverse society are best met by an approach that ensures that the needs of the most vulnerable are comprehensively met
.  I conclude by arguing that a way to knit the two approaches would be to pay more attention to the role of conceptions of space and geography in the design of currencies.

Types of complementary currency

While I argue that the complementary currency movement is underdeveloped, that is not to be read in any pejorative sense.  It has certainly been fecund.  By 'underdeveloped', I mean that the movement is still in a creative phase where it is reaching out to new audiences, trying new approaches, making new claims about the benefits of complementary currencies, and working out what works in what context and for which groups in society.  It is perhaps 'under-developed' as members do not as yet seem to have developed a clear understanding of their collectively shared goals and agreed methods of working - which is not to say that there should be any one agreed aim or design which eventually will emerge.  The movement is under-developed in that a plethora of complementary currency designs have emerged which do not always learn from each other, and which often cut across, duplicate or replicate each other.  Further, activists at times show a distinct unwillingness to learn from each other, adapt strongly held commitments to a particular design feature, or even recognise each others' intellectual ownership and sweat equity.   The result is that the diversity of complementary currency models is more apparent than real, and many models show similarities that they are unwilling to acknowledge.

I argue that a simple typology organised around valuations of the currency based on either time or parity with national currency brings some order to the diversity:

. 
Table One: A typology of complementary currencies

Time Based:

LETS schemes, Talents, Grains of Salt, Time Money, Ithaca Hours,

Currency Based:
Green Dollars, LETSystems, Deli Dollars, WIR, Tlocs

ADVANCE \d6Time-based currencies.

Local Exchange Trading Schemes (in the UK), Talente (in Germany, Hungary), and Grains of Salt (France) are local trading networks using a form of local currency based on a moral valuation of time, sometimes with a locally significant name such as ('Tales‘ in Canterbury, 'Brights' in Brighton, or 'Bobbins’ in Manchester.  To establish a LETS scheme, a directory of services provided by network members is put together and trading takes place using local currency, and preferably without the use of any national currency.  Accounts are kept on a usually on a computer, and start with an opening balance of zero.  In LETS, no money actually exists in the form of coins or notes.  Members write a cheque in the local money to pay for goods and services, which they back with a ‘commitment’ to earn, at a later date, sufficient local money to return their account to zero.  'Talents' have used building society-type 'pass books' which are used to keep score: members note trades with each other without the need for a central register.  In LETS, currency does not have to be earned before it is spent, so some members go into 'debt' while others simultaneously earn.  The person commissioning the work has their account debited, and the person doing the work's account is credited the same amount; so the totality of credits paid in and out of all accounts balances out at zero. All members’ balances and turnovers are publicly available, and members are expected to take their accounts back to zero before they leave the network to prevent defection by a member in commitment before they have provided reciprocal services to network members for services previously received. These latter facets are designed to ensure trust between members of the network.  

ADVANCE \d6

ADVANCE \d6Time Money has recently emerged in the UK, with some considerable track record in the United States and in many ways parallels LETS (in ways that advocates of Time Money often do not recognise). Time Banks connect volunteers with people who need support, match their requirements and skills, and pay volunteers in Time Money.  These credits can either be used to pay for care and support by the volunteer when his or her time comes, or can be donated to a needy person or family member by a younger volunteer.  While a LETS Scheme credit is based on a moral valuation of time, it also often has a corresponding valuation that can be aligned to national currency
.  Time Money uses a straight hour-for-hour swap, which cannot be aligned directly to national currency valuation.  Time Money further differs from LETS schemes in that no directory or cheque book is issued: rather members phone through to the Time Bank, a central administrative point which finds someone to meet their needs and which keeps credits centrally on a computer.   Finally, unlike LETS there is no obligation for accounts to be returned to a zero balance periodically.  Time Money operates from a philosophy of members contributing to and receiving from the Time Bank as collective, rather than running individual accounts that need to balance.  

Another North American model that has achieved a high profile and secured considerable business involvement is the hour-based currency which circulates in Ithaca (New York), Salmon Arm (British Columbia) and up to 20 other cities in North America (Douthwaite 1996:80).  'Hours' are watermarked, often exceptionally high quality notes, issued by private individuals or groups that circulate within specific geographical area such as a town (Greco 1995, Boyle 1999).  Notes are produced in denominations of one-quarter hour, and like LETS have a national currency equivalent such as $10, equivalent to the local average wage.  Participating businesses place an advert in a specially produced local newspaper which is used to identify who accepts Hours, in return for which they receive their first four Hours’ and then earn others through trading - no central record is kept beyond one of the number of botes printed.  Hours cannot be spent until they are earned, although interest free loans are available.  The Ithaca Hour project has been spectacular successful, particularly in involving businesses - something LETS schemes in the UK have conspicuously failed to do (North 1998b).

National Currency equivalents

LETSystems and Green Dollars are found in New Zealand, Australia and Canada.  They are similar in many ways to LETS schemes, but place a stronger emphasis on parity with national currency and avoid the use of a local name for a more neutral 'Green Dollar'.  In the LETSystem model, less emphasis is put on centrally and proactively providing opportunities for trade to occur such as a well designed newsletter or directory, and trading events.  Rather, the LETSystem sees itself as a bank whose duty is to provide accounts in the new currency rather than trading opportunities which will emerge as users - in particular local businesses - begin to recognise the opportunities offered.  LETSystems also resist the designation of a recommended hourly rate, arguing that this should be left to market forces.  'Green Dollars' are closer to the LETS scheme model, in that emphasis on building community and trading opportunities is strong, although less like UK LETS in that the currency is closer to the national.  In New Zealand, markets are highly developed and some Green Dollar schemes are renaming themselves LETS, beginning to use a local name for the currency, and emphasising equality in trading relationships.   

Other local currency innovations in the United States include the range of innovations developed by the EF Schumacher Society of Great Barrington, Massachusetts.  'Deli Dollars’ circulate amongst customers at wholefood restaurants (Greco 1995:95/6, Solomon 199654-55).  Customers bought ‘Deli Dollars’ in advance to pay for the refurbishment of a local delicatessen, to be redeemed once the refurbishment was complete through the purchase of food with the local currency.  These innovations were expanded into 'Berk-Shares', discount coupons issued by local traders in one small Massachusetts town to a value of $1 for every $10 spent, and redeemed at the end of the summer at a rate of approximately 25%.  In other words, an item costing $100 can be bought for $75 and 25 in local script. In the same state, farmers in Berkshire, Massachusetts trade their produce on 'Berkshire Farm Preserve Notes', a local script redeemable in the farmers markets.  Customers buy the notes for $9 in the winter when farmers are growing, thus providing them with income in the winter months. They then redeem the note with that farmer, or with another grower in the programme, at in the summer thus evening out annual imbalances in income. These notes are not connected to a recommended hourly rate in any way.

As a currency linked explicitly to national currency, the ‘Wir’ model is the most successful in involving business in considerable economic activity.  ‘Wir’ was formed in 1934, inspired by the ‘free money’ theorist Silvio Gesell, ‘Wir’ meaning both ‘we’ (meaning ‘community’ rather than ‘Ich’ - I - individual) and is the first syllable of “Wirtschaftsring” or ‘business circle’.  Unlike similar contemporary experiments in Austria and Germany, the ‘Wir’ movement was not closed down by the Banks or the Nazi Regime and therefore offers considerable experience of the operation of a parallel currency involving over 70,000 small and medium business participants with a turnover of 2521 million ‘Wir’ units, equivalent to Swiss Francs  (Douthwaite 1996:100).  After making a cash deposit, participants receive a credit card with an interest free credit of five percent of their deposit, and they can then trade these ‘Wir’ units, equivalent to Swiss francs in value, with other participants.  Alternatively, they can negotiate further credits as working capital on offering sufficient collateral.  Until the 1970s mortgages were available interest free before a small interest charge was introduced.

Social Aims and objectives of users

I argue above that the advocates, organisers and users of complementary currencies have a variety of aims and objectives which inform the choice of complementary currency that they develop: but also that they are not as sophisticated in identifying which design elements progress or retard their objectives. The next stage in the argument is to lay out the range of motivations that inspire those in the community currency movement before a consideration of the design elements with which they work.

I organise motivational factors using the following typology, which was first developed during research including ethnographic observation, depth interviews, focus groups and action research with members of Manchester and Hattersley LETS and Michael Linton's LETSgo development project in Manchester 1995 (North 1997).  It has been refined since informed by research and conference participation with members of complementary currencies in New Zealand, the United States, Hungary, Ireland and the UK, supplemented by secondary sources in print and on the Internet. 

Typology of motivations for developing complementary currencies

Value free approach: 
Non prescriptive. Complementary currencies are value-free tools to be used by all for their own individual reasons.

Focus on Economic Development:
Complementary currencies can help develop economies, and involve businesses in providing significant new levels of economic activity.

Organisational Development: 
Developing specialised currencies that work within organisations and their customers/users.

Focus on Social Exclusion:
Helping those in poverty with a ladder to help them access mainstream job and training opportunities. 

Environmental focus:
Building localised, more environmentally sustainable economies.
Social Movement approaches:
Currencies as a tool for help build a fairer, humane, peaceful, ecological economy as an alternative to the mainstream economy.

I argue that these positions can be placed on a spectrum with, at one end, advocates arguing that complementary currencies are of use to all, with no political value attached (including advocates of economic growth and conventional employment patterns) and at the other, advocates of a new form of economic life.  In the middle, organisations as diverse as government, local authorities, NGOs and community organisations, and health trusts develop complementary currencies to progress their aims around economic development, social inclusion and service provision.

The paper will now explore these motivations in some detail. This will facilitate the development of an understanding of the design successes and failures of the models of community currency above.
Value free approaches

For LETSystem designer Michael Linton, commentary currencies have no values or politics in and of themselves. They are a currency, or an accounts package, nothing more, and use of or membership of commentary currencies is perfectly in tune with mainstream values.  There is nothing to prevent an economic relationship under the logic and control of the mainstream economy, using local rather than national currency as the means of exchange.  International companies could therefore see commentary currencies as a possible financial innovation that they wish to use (Linton 1995).  Consequently, those who regard commentary currencies as value-free have an ethos of professionalism, an emphasis on quality of product and of publicity materials, and of a businesslike approach.  They emphasise the need to get businesses to use commentary currencies.  Advocates of the position that complementary currencies are value-free argue that it is not necessary to accept radical perspectives in order to use the currency, and many don't.  They argue that is quite proper to participate for purely economic or instrumental reasons, or to use complementary currencies to progress mainstream economic objectives.  Thus complementary currencies are value-free designs of use to all who wish to use them.
Economic Development Approaches

Advocates of complementary currencies as a tool for conventional economic development argue that they should be of value to conventional businesses as they boost local demand by encouraging extra economic activity beyond that artificially limited by lack of conventional currency.  For individual businesses, complementary currencies improve cash flow by providing a new source of income that can be spent on local services, thus saving limited national income.  They argue specifically that complementary currencies will provide extra income from customers who wish to reward local businesses by buying locally.  Consequently, local currencies can effectively be allied to 'Buy Local' and 'Town Pride' campaigns; perhaps the best example being Ithaca Hours.  Thirdly, they argue that complementary currencies are tool for making charitable donations that, within a small network, come back to the donating business.  Michael Linton's 'Community way' approach sets up a network whereby a business donates currency to local community organisations and NGOs who use it to reward their volunteers, who then spend the currency with the donating business. 

A second set of arguments comes from the perceived benefits for a local economy from strong local networks.  Piore and Sabel (1984) suggest that economies where there are strong learning and supportive links between businesses offer competitive advantage based on quality, and advocates argue that local currencies can be used to lubricate these network. Cox and Mair (1988) argue that some businesses will be attached economically to localities, for example through investment in plant and machinery, or access to specific skills available locally, which means they have an economic interest in the health of the local economy. If their economic linkages are all local, and a local currency system exists that is coterminous with their level local dependency, and their fellow traders are also part of the local currency network, it would make business sense for them to join. They could trade with each other using the unlimited or less limited local currency and take advantage of interest-free loans. Complementary currencies can lubricate and strengthen the networks upon which effective economic development strategies depend.

Third is a set of arguments that claim that local currencies can be used to reward businesses with a commitment to a locality, thereby strengthening local economic ties at the expense of multinationals with little commitment to place.  Complementary currencies, it is argued, are designed to ensure that participants have to act ethically in relation to each other, transforming the value-base upon which the market economy operates. Participants may join for the most hard-headed of economic motives, but will find that while they will always get customers willing to spend complementary currencies at the business, the business will find that for it to spend its accumulated credits it will need to pay close attention to the needs of and the quality of its relationship with its suppliers in order for the currency to circulate further.  As complementary currencies, unlike national currencies, are relatively unlimited, there are few pressures to compel anyone to accept complementary currencies if they do not believe they have value.  Consequently, in the absence of a legislative or economic imperative to accept complementary currencies, a stronger motivation is likely to be found in suppliers wishing to reward a business with whom they have a strong relationship built on trust. Complementary currencies, it is argued, have as a design element a feedback loop that positively rewards local business who trade ethically with each other, strengthening local networks which feeds back to increased competitiveness.

Social Exclusion Approaches

The UK government has recently begun to explore the possibility of using complementary currencies to help unemployed and socially excluded people with a graduated access to the wider world of work through opportunities for flexible employment that raises confidence, and develops and maintains skills.  The Government is exploring how complementary currencies could boost employability, and build social capital by involving people in self-help, community development, and mutual aid.  They hoped that complementary currencies had a role in connecting unemployed people to wider social networks, help them with tips about job interviews and finding out about vacancies, and directly getting a job as a result of their work through their use of a complementary currency.  They hoped they could be used to pilot new small businesses, or make marginal micro-businesses viable with a mixture of cash and complementary currencies.  Complementary currencies are here used as a work access programme.

The second use of complementary currencies for promoting social inclusion is as a mutual aid programme.  Complementary currencies, and in particular LETS, are one of the few initiatives that claim to involve 'the community' that really are community-led; run as they are, directly by management committees of members (Barnes, North and Walker 1996)
.  Running one of the larger complementary currency schemes can be a considerable organisational task involving teamwork and training, organising social and trading events to encourage members to exchange, administering computerised accounts, producing and distributing outreach materials, directories and newsletters - all building up local people's skills and capacities for self-organisation.  Advocates argued that this incremental development process gives people a sense of their own ability to make a difference.  Management and social skills are introduced as a first step on the ladder, and can develop into broader community involvement and capacity-building as experience is gained through running what is arguably a community enterprise and development agency (Barnes, North and Walker 1996:20-23). 

Organisational Approaches

A third use of complementary currencies is to use them to establish a quasi-market.  Complementary currencies would be used as a lubricant to help an organisation operate more effectively by rewarding staff with credits for innovation, for their ideas, for work above and beyond the call.  They could be used to empower customers or service users by enabling them to purchase the services they need from the organisation without the use of cash.  Mainstream healthcare providers in the United States run Time Money programmes as but one of the many services they provide to their customers, particularly to help elderly people access the support they need (Offe and Heinz 1990, Cahn and Rowe 1992, Boyle 1999).  One organisational Time Money programme, The Care Exchange, is run by one of the largest healthcare companies in the US, Blue Shield.  The Care Exchange is used to reward a bank of volunteers who provide primary health care and support services to their customers, and to enable their customers to access services, secure in the knowledge that their needs will he met irrespective of how much money they have.  They thereby avoid doing something that puts them at risk, and ensures that problems are addressed early.  In particular, Time Money is used to meet the needs of customers who are likely to need repeated admission to hospital and to provide the services and care they need to avoid serious problems emerging.  This may include use of Time Money, or may need greater levels of support than can reasonable be expected of or is inappropriate for Time Money.  

Other organisational uses of Time Money in the United States include older children mentoring and tutoring younger, vulnerable children in return for Time Money, which can then be used to purchase a reconditioned computer or for paying tuition fees.  In Washington, juveniles are paid in Time Money to run a 'youth court', which uses peer-set punishments and peer pressure as an alternative to custody for young offenders.  A third example is of residents of large housing estates earning Time Money in return for looking after their neighbours, keeping the block tidy, eliminating graffiti etc.  In the United Kingdom, social services and housing departments, and NHS health trusts are beginning to experiment with Time Money, although programmes are at an early stage of development.  The UK Groundwork Trust, a network of environmental organisations, is experimenting with complementary currencies as a tool to promote the circulation of knowledge and social capital.  Individual Trusts will earn credits for spending one hour a week minimum producing short 'best practice' guides which list projects that have been successful and what lessons were learned. 

These organisations use complementary currencies as one of the portfolio of services they provide.  They use currency to establish an internal quasi market that uses not cash but the alternative currency to empower their staff and users, and to supplement their cash-funded services. 

Environmental approaches

Moving to more explicitly value laded uses of complementary currencies, the 'Local' of some designs like LETS is very important.  These advocates argue that complementary currencies that are not transferable out of a specific geographical area build a localised economy, which is valued as it increases local ownership of production, reduces transport costs, and thus fossil fuel-burning, pollution, and the need for roadbuilding.  Localised ownership of production, it is argued, makes an economy more resilient in the face of external shocks, and less vulnerable to investment decisions made elsewhere whether these be plant closures or interest rate decisions to cool an economy in one region at the expense of others. As Pacione argues, they are therefore a challenge to globalisation. 

All forms of complementary currency encourage recycling of resources, act to slow growth by encouraging participants to question the need for certain economic activity as time needs to be taken to get a task done, and make collectively-owned resources available to all.  They provide a better measure against which to measure real need and real GDP, closely linked to the resources and activities of a community than currency valuations and financial transactions unconnected to observable and grounded economic activity.

Social Movement approaches

The final set of motivations is that of those who join for explicitly political reasons: money reformers, Greens and green socialists, and anarchists.  Money reform has a long  history in countries where complementary currencies are quite strong such as the German-speaking lands where the legacy of Silvio Gesell lingers, and Canada and New Zealand where Social Credit remains a strong motivation.  Advocates of both traditions argue for interest-free money to remove the explicit tendencies for growth in an economy, to remove artificial scarcities in money, and to create money that stays local.  Following Gesell, some argue for demurrage, whereby money reduces in value over time to promote fluidity and exchange.  Money that looses value over time has an in-built pressure to pass it on while it retains its value.  Recent critiques of money developed by Linton argue that since delinking of currency from the gold (or any other) standard, paper money is just information, a culturally accepted measurement and store of value.  If, it is argued, money can be culturally created (rather than being a thing of itself, with inherent, unchangeable characteristics) so other forms of currency can similarly be created which have more socially just outcomes
Greens and green socialists argue for an economy that values people more than profit, need before efficiency, and quality before cheapness.  They seek to 'humanise' or transform the economy by connecting spiritual values and economic values primarily by redefining and revaluing work - especially that often attributed to women, the young and the old, by refusing to define its value in narrowly instrumental cost/benefit terms. They look to redefine work away from the nine-to-five and away from a world of full-time employment to a blur of work and leisure.  They look less for a return to conventional full-time employment to a freer, more informal economy with opportunities for a portfolio of varied work opportunities as a real alternative to conventional employment patterns.  They emphasise the contribution and value of those who are not valued in the conventional economy (young people, older people, people with special needs, people recovering from mental illness).  They look to redefine work away from the concept of a "job" to "valued activity. 

Anarchists hold that complementary currencies increasingly enable members to live outside the mainstream economy in the here and now.  They are not interested in attempting to encourage mainstream institutions to use complementary currencies as they feel that the mainstream is unresponsive.  They are concerned that attempting to make complementary currencies more attractive to mainstream organisations will disconnect the movement from its value base, and believe that social change comes from alternative institution building.  They therefore seek to deepen complementary currencies rather than widen their use to mainstream organisations.  They regard it as more important to get food and other basics on the system to enable life outside the mainstream to be possible.  They see complementary currencies as a scaffold around which a counter-cultural alternative to the mainstream can be built.  They seek to reduce to a minimum their connection with the mainstream economy and world of work, by building an alternative community. 

The anarchists value building larger schemes in smaller areas, strengthening community and resisting incorporation through accepting money from businesses or local authorities.  They argue for ‘gemeinschaft’, non-monetised community relations. They see communal support growing and growing so that the use of local currency becomes little more than point-keeping between people in community, that withers away, and in the meanwhile they adhere to a policy of valuing everyone's work equally - anything but recreate the inequalities of the mainstream economy. The anarchists like the fact that skills, which the mainstream values, are not valued in the complementary - or for them alternative - economy.  They like the alternative market signals.  They see complementary currencies as an attempt to develop sustainable self-reliance whilst avoiding a retreat into communes. 

A Typology of design features

Having laid out a typology of motivations for participating in complementary currency projects, the paper moves on to discuss which design features are likely to be more conducive to the development of which political or social objective.   I shall structure the argument around a discussion of organisational features, currency design, promotional strategy, and approach to account management.

· Currency design features include the value, form, transferability and convertibility of the currency itself.

· Account management processes oversee how the currency is to be used: are debts or credits allowed and for how long?  Is there a management function that overseas individual accounts?

· Organisational features include management systems like core groups; communication systems like directories, newsletters, trading days and brokerage systems (to locate specific goods and services on behalf of members); and the size, and geographical extent of space a system covers.  

· Promotional approaches include ways the organisers of the currency portray what its rationale and benefits are to others, and the strategy it adopts to extend its usage.

Currency Design
The first set of design features centre on ways the currency is organised.  What form does the currency take - paper notes, cheques, electronic forms such as debit cards, a 'building society 'pass book'?  How is the currency valued - In hours, equivalence to the national currency, or in reference to some other value? Can it be transferred out of the area it is accepted, either a local community or organisation?  Can it be converted into cash?  Is it subject to demurrage?  Is interest payable?

The physical form of the currency

The physical manifestation of the currency varies from the virtual to beautifully designed notes that compare favourably with any produced by nation states.  Linton's LETS design did not give the currency any physical form.  The model encouraged members simply to record verbally transactions on an answerphone, transactions then being logged onto the computer database.  While this has the advantage of being simple and easy to set up, a design flaw is that a virtual currency is so far removed from common understandings about money that growth is slowed as new members find the concept difficult to grasp (North 1996).  Second, a lack of corporeality can lead to a lack of respect for the currency, both in the extent that it can be exchanged, and the need to return accounts to zero if all that is being traded are points on a computer printout.  Banknotes and credit cards use design specifically to bestow grandeur and communicate the solemnity and timeless value of currency.  While claims that, since currencies disconnected from relations to any tangible value base, such as gold, are 'just information' are tenable, a currency with no alternative method if demonstrating its credibility will have problems in gaining usage and respect beyond those who accept the political claims made about money.   Third, an answerphone-based system is clumsy.  Users must remember to phone each transaction through (a problem for businesses with a large number of small transaction), may forget of get identity numbers wrong.  Finally, a telephone-based system is inappropriate for the poorest communities.  While North America has free local calls, in the UK the cost of phoning acting acts as a deterrent to poorer members.  Those without access to a phone are excluded completely, a particular problem in extending complementary currencies to the South of the globe.  

In response to these problems, LETS schemes began to use home-designed cheques as the most popular physical manifestation of the currency.  This had the advantage of being familiar, providing easy corporeality, and being relatively easy to produce and process.  Again a problem was in processing large numbers of small transactions, and the unfamiliarity of cheques for poorer members excluded from access to conventional banking services.  A further problem was in the often poor quality of many cheque designs, which again reduces confidence in the reliance and exchangeability of the currency.  The small change problem has been addressed in Ireland with the issuing of small denomination notes, backed by LETS account entries.

Larger schemes have found the processing of large number of transactions, big or small, onerous.  The issuance of notes, like Ithaca Hours, seems to get past the problem of keeping track of trades, and if well designed and watermarked (as Ithaca Hours are) bestows credibility and confidence on the currency.  Notes are quicker and easier to take in and out of tills and wallets, speeding up transactions immeasurably - of crucial importance to businesses.  Everyone is used to paper money, so the concept resonated with accepted views of what money should do.  The downsides are that if too many notes are issued, they may loose value in an inflationary cycle as too many notes are chasing too few trading opportunities.  If too few are issued, needs may still be unmet for lack of currency to pay for them, recreating the pathologies of the conventional currency.   How many notes to issue is a delicate decision, and it is unclear who has the right, or knowledge, to make a decision that affects the fundamental integrity of the system. A second set of problems emerges as members must provide services before they can get any notes, which again can lead to the needs of vulnerable people not being met.  Finally, poorly designed notes can seem to much like 'monopoly money' and lead to a lack of respect for currencies.  Two compromises have emerged which seem to provide the advantages of LETS - primarily that a decision on the amount of currency in existence is made by individuals issuing it to meet their needs; and the need to spend before earning takes place - with the convenience of notes.  Mexican Tlocs are well-designed notes which are issued against debits to a LETS account, and in Invercargill, New Zealand, members joining the local currency scheme are issued with two hundred local notes which they then spend, coming back for more if they need them - and few do.  

A second way of avoiding the problem of keeping central records, developed by the Talente schemes in Germany, is to use a record card, like a building society pass book, which members use to keep score.  This may be particularly appropriate for a small community where computer expertise is lacking, where levels of trust are high, and were business involvement is not a priority. Again the problem here is that there is no central record of account levels, and the approach again does not provide corporeality for the currency which can have problems for business participation and levels of confidence. 

Michael Linton and colleagues have been experimenting with electronic purses, like Mondex.  Traders use card readers to transfer value to and from each other.  The advantage is that the approach is hi-tec and therefore instils confidence that complementary currencies are innovative, imaginative, futuristic programmes rather than the preserve of those against much of modernity!  Again, the problem is that many small change transactions are cumbersome, the technology is as yet not fully developed and affordable, and those unused to credit cards may find usage alien.   The plethora of existing electronic card formats is confusing, and until complementary currencies are available on and readable for existing card readers in mainstream shops, businesses are unlikely to accept another card reader to add to the confusion of those they have to deal with.  The infrastructure costs to facilitate widespread use of electronic money are colossal.  It seems unlikely that businesses and banks are likely to be willing to make the investment in facilitating a currency from which they do not stand to make the profits they do with national currencies
 

The value of the currency
. 

The majority of user-created complementary currencies have tended to stress their dissimilarity with national currency values, taking an hourly rate, a rate that floats against national currency, or a rate as disconnected from national currency rates as possible.  For example, many UK LETS schemes argue that currency is 'like' a pound, and that a recommended hourly rate should be charged, not too dissimilar to rates to be charged in the conventional economy.  Others argue for setting a rate that specifically does not align with sterling: for example the Bright Exchange (Brighton, UK) set a rate of 12 units to the hour, felt to be specifically non-decimal and therefore discouraging sterling like valuations using the currency.  Ideal LETS, in Bristol, set a rate of 20 Ideals an hour, reflecting a desire by many of its well-paid members for rates that reflected their expected sterling hourly rates.  The arguments for and against various rates are as follows.  A strict hourly rate appeals to those for whom equality and equity in trading relations is of major importance, but can act to dissuade those who are used to earning higher hourly rates, and businesses, from participating.  In the absence of a national currency referent, how can goods be effectively priced?  The practical issues involved in trading goods and involving the small numbers of businesses that join LETS schemes tended to put pressure on moves away from strict equality.  However, a price allied directly to national currency, with no compensating hourly connection, can be seen by more political members ass replicating the inequalities of the conventional economy, putting pressure on schemes to develop a recommended hourly rate.

In practice, ethnographic observation of trading relations within Manchester LETS showed that LETS members developed a range of diverse moral values for the currency - the Bobbin - rather than accepting the recommended sterling equivalence with an hourly rate.  Folk valuations included:

· Exactly a pound, and hourly rates would be calculated directly translating members expectations of their worth at mainstream prices;

· Like a pound, with the hourly rate of six bobbins an hour happily accepted;

· A gesture: One Bobbin would be paid, irrespective of the time taken to provide a service by a group who called themselves the 'Bob-a-jobbers-.

· Distrusted:  Other members operated what they called a 'Bobbin Free Zone' seeing complementary currencies as commodification of co-operation that would have happened irrespective of the existence of the currency.

· Variable valuation.  All or some of the above, depending on the quality of the relationship between traders, how much or little a trader wished to or enjoyed providing a service, or the relative level of accounts.  

In Manchester, traders with differing currency valuations knocked up against each other at times quite happily, negotiating prices on a deal by deal basis in what I call elsewhere a Heterogeneous utopia or heterotopia (North 1999a). Others felt confused by the diversity, longing for the simplicity an accepted exchange rate brings to trade relationships.  Problems arise when traders with essentially different value systems have to interrelate and feel that their differing value systems lead to unequal outcomes.  If a trader believes that a person who charges above the odds, say 20 units an hour is then able to buy 4 hours worth of work from those who charge 5 units an hour with one hour's labour, the latter may feel aggrieved with the person who has 'exploited' them.  They may refuse to trade with them, and trust breaks down. On the other hand, others might feel that as they have access to unlimited currency, the fact that one person charges 20 units while another only 5 might seem irrelevant. The purchaser may not be concerned that their account is going down fast, believing it to be the 'fault' of the overcharger.  In a third scenario, market mechanisms will work and the trader charging above the odds will begin to store up credits they cannot spend and may, as a result, begin to lower their prices. However, research from Australia and New Zealand suggests that systems where there is an imbalance between members with high credit levels and a raft of traders they find difficulties accessing services from tend to stagnate in the absence of market signals to reduce prices (Jackson 1998).

In Manchester LETS, a accepted community 'norm' arose to make sense of, and to bring some order to the diversity.  The norm was for a Bobbin to be 'like' a pound, facilitating easy pricing reference points with sterling, especially for goods, and avoiding the enforced equality associated with hour systems. But the recommended rate of five units per hour did help newer members of the system understand what the community they had joined accepted as a 'fair' price, while enabling those used to higher charges to charge more.

Geographical Transferability

Very few designs of complementary currency actively facilitate the transfer of value out of the area it is accepted, whether it be a local community or organisation. In fact, the whole point of many complementary currencies - especially LETS and Green Dollars - is to keep wealth local.  The problem here is that access to resources not available locally is thereby restricted.  Secondly, certain craft skills might become viable within a large community of traders to the extent that alternative lifestyles are viable, if the community able to use complementary currencies is large enough.

The most developed system for facilitating trading out of an immediate geographical community is New Zealand’s ‘Green Dollar Connections’ intertrading system which enables members of Green Dollar exchanges to trade with each other using a system of credit trading notes authorising trade up to a certain level. Credit notes were introduced when unregulated trade between systems became seriously unbalanced.  The particular problem was members of Auckland Green Dollars spending on the nearby island community of Waiheke Island, resulting in a community of members all in credit and consequently with little incentive to earn until they had spent their accumulated credits.  Green Dollar Connections centrally manages credit limits between systems to ensure that trade between schemes is balanced, again introducing financial stability and confidence in the currency at the expense of artificially limiting the extent that needs are met.  Like Ithaca Hours, a large responsibility is placed on the organiser of Green Dollar Connections to mange fluidity in the system.  The six Bristol schemes, and a number of schemes in the English south-west peninsular engage in unregulated intertrading, with the limit being placed by the distance traders are prepared to travel.  

The lesson of intertrading is that a small scheme with a large number of desirable resources can be unbalanced by geographical proximity to a large scheme unable to engage in balanced reciprocal trades.    Secondly, intertrading implicitly removes the local aspect of trading, and unless a decision to open a system to a wider geographical community is made explicitly and with the consent of the community of traders, some, who value locality above all else, may feel aggrieved
.  Linton overcomes this design issue with the MultiLETS model of nested complementary currencies operating at different geographical scales.  Here a decision to open an account in a particular currency scale is explicit.  

Convertability
To maintain the distinctiveness of the complementary currency system, few schemes actively facilitate the transfer of complementary currencies into national currency.  The result is that traders with popular services can often be left with a store of unspendable credits, which in the case of businesses can act as a disincentive to participate. The confidence that unspent accumulated credits can, if need be, be reconverted to cash is likely to facilitate the involvement of businesses.  This approach is being pioneered by rural Ireland's experiment with 'Roma' notes which, modelled on Linton's Community Way design, guarantee to redeem notes issued to local community organisations and not spent by local stores for punts (Douthwaite and Wagman 1999).  

Interest and Demurrage

Again, few contemporary systems engage in demurrage, the cornerstone of the 1930s Gesellite experiments.  The advantage of demurrage is that a huge pressure is put onto holders of currency to move it on rather than hoard it.    Then problem is that demurrage is likely to exacerbate the problem of most complementary currencies of their unattractiveness to those providers of in demand services given an existing  lack of opportunities to spend accumulated credits.  A declining balance is likely to ensure that providers of in demand services leave the system sooner than they currently do, and is likely to disproportionately penalise those who have put the most energy into the system by providing services.  The Gesellite experiments were at a much larger scale than current programmes.  Where goods and services can be bought from mainstream businesses, and local taxes can be paid, even wages are part paid in local, then demurrage would make sense and be equitable in a situation where spending opportunities are not limited.  Similarly, as no complementary currencies pay interest, the involvement of mainstream financial services is limited.

Account management

A second set of design features relates to the management of individual accounts.  To what extent are there credit or debt limits?  Are members expected to keep their accounts in balance, periodically returning them to a zero balance as in LETS, or should needs be met irrespective of the existence of otherwise of credits to pay for received services?  Can an account with a growing debit be tolerated?  Should balances be made public, proactively or otherwise?  What account information should be made available and how important is it that account statements are accurate? What surveillance should there be?

An important distinction can here be made between the LETS scheme and Time Money approaches.  The LETS design pays close attention to accurate account management.  Members are expected to periodically balance their accounts, some impose credit or debit limits, and some actively enforce them either through the proactive publication of balances or through the oversight by the management group. Green Dollar schemes in New Zealand are particularly proactive in this regard, and have gone as far as taking members to small claims courts to enforce payment of bad debt.  LETS schemes often go out of their way to regularly provide account statements, and pay considerable attention to their accuracy.  These account management systems are, it is argued, necessary to maintain the integrity of the currency and confidence in it.  Public access to account balances is necessary to ensure that all traders are contributing to the scheme, and that a member who takes more from others than they contribute will find that opportunities to trade reduce when the depth of the imbalance is known.  In reality, the extent that individual members do check up on the credit balances of others and regulate their trading relations to ensure equitable contributions is questionable, especially in the absence of regular published balances. The publication of accounts information can cut against cultural conceptions of privacy.  In New Zealand, Green Dollar committees involved themselves in the management of individual accounts in ways that a UK audience might find intrusive, yet felt that the open publication of accounts would invade members privacy. The design of accounts must balance close attention to cultural conceptions of what should or should not be made public with the need for feedback mechanisms.

With Time Money the emphasis is on meeting needs and making the contribution that can be made: if these are unbalanced, then that needn't be a problem.  In the United States, accounts statements are often not provided, to avoid putting those in a situation where they have more needs than things they can put back feeling beholden, or holding back from accessing services.  Time Money is thereby better at meeting the needs of those who have to take more than they can ever give back, and who might feel unwilling to go into 'debt' with LETS.  The concept of 'debt' does not exist in the same way.  People give to and take from 'the Bank', rather than manage an individual account.  On the other hand, the ethos of Time Banks is more closely allied to social service conceptions than to trading, and consequently is less attractive to businesses. 

Organisational Features
This set of design features centres around the way a complementary currency system is organised.  A number of issues are of importance here: Is it organised by a community-based management group, perhaps elected annually by the members?  Or does it see itself as a Bank providing a service to customers, where quality of service rather than democracy or community involvement is key?  How big is the system, in terms of membership and geographical coverage?  How do users find out who accepts the currency, and what goods and services are available? How is confidence in and commitment to the currency maintained?

Those who have a strong interest in community are more likely to be interested in a complementary currency system that is organised by a democratically accountable management group, that is fairly small, and operates within a geographically tight area or homogenous community.  They are likely to favour those design elements that build community and commitment such as directories and newsletters with a strong alternative feel, trading days, and a brokerage service.  These may be environmentalists concerned with showing the possibilities of grassroots ecological action, anarchists attempting to build a community that demonstrates the possibility of alternative forms of economic organisation, or a homogenous local community with high levels of social exclusion and low confidence.  They will enjoy and appreciate strong boundaries: a feeling that the community that uses the currency is distinct or special; 'doing things in a different way'.  They may enjoy the high levels of participation demanded in such a system: plenty of social events to go to, plenty of calls from the broker, plenty of opportunities to meet like minded people. 

On the other hand, those who prefer to use a complementary currency as a ladder into mainstream employment, local businesses who have no interest in the political aspects of complementary currencies, or organisations wishing to develop their own currencies might feel that a specific community organised around a complementary currency is 'not for them'.  They might feel that too much is expected of them: they haven't time to do the level of trading a distinct community might feel appropriate.  They may not have any wish to go to meetings and social events. They might feel that the broker puts too much pressure on them to trade, where they have not the time.  They may prefer a larger, more diverse, anonymous community, and feel stifled by the levels of community control that those with a stronger commitment to community may appreciate.  One prefers a lighter, more diverse community that requires little from them.  The other prefers a deeper commitment.  One feels stifled by levels of 'interference'.  The other feels that community-building mechanisms are important. 

Promotional strategy 
The final set of design features relates to how the currency relates to the outside world.  How do prospective members find out about the opportunities to use a complementary currency, and what does it mean to use the currency?  Which groups in society do those organising the currency target to get them to participate (and why they target some groups not others)?  How does the management group go about developing the range of services available within the currency - if at all?  

Most complementary currency schemes pay too little attention to this facet, perhaps with the exception of those with some development funding from public sector forces or particularly innovative schemes such as Ithaca Hours which have achieved international profile.  Certainly, if contrasted with the attention paid to the marketing and promotion of financial services by mainstream institutions, the effort is entirely inadequate.   Too few schemes identify a target market and systematically go out to explain why their project, a complementary currency scheme, would be of benefit to them.  Promotional materials are often poorly produced, if at all.  Many schemes do little more than rely on their directory to convey the resources the scheme has access to.  Many simply rely on word of mouth.

The result is that schemes tend to attract like-minded people and do not have the diversity of services necessary.  Often this can be deliberate.  Complementary currencies rely on a significant level of trust between members in the absence of methods of enforcing payment and the personal or home-based nature of many services.  Many members want to be in some way assured that the scheme will be composed of people they feel comfortable with - not just 'anyone off the street'.  They often specifically set out to be part of a hidden network of tranquillity and fair exchange in a 'world gone mad', and will actively oppose any active promotional strategy.  A small, like-minded group emerges that produces documents for internal consumption and which build group identity but do not foster diversity either of attitude to trading or the currency, of social and political outlook, and consequently of services available.  This approach, of creating a border against the wider world through internal documents and ways of working that build strong group identity, restricts the size of the network, keeps the benefits to a small group, and can cut off new blood, skills and energy.  If sufficiently porous to let new members in, yet strong enough to keep group identity, then a resilient system can emerge.  Yet promotional materials that are too unspecific or apolitical, that picture a complementary system as too mainstream, are unlikely to command the involvement of those activists who do the work of keeping a currency going.  The experience of the few development organisations that have emerged on a voluntary basis from within schemes (like Manchester's' LETS Development Agency LEDA, Bristol InterLETS, LETSLink London) is that mobilising pressures are be too weak in the absence of public funds or a wider political raison d'être.  The social entrepreneurs needed to force mainstream use of currencies are unlikely to emerge spontaneously in an environment too disconnected from politics.

Complementary currencies need to make a choice between adopting a development strategy, which focuses on deepening the range of alternative services associated with a complementary currency.  Examples here would be to spend energy developing links with organic food schemes and farmers markets, recycling technologies, complementary therapies, co-operative housing schemes, and using the complementary currency scheme as the lubricant to build an alternative economy within the mainstream.  The aim would be target those who buy into these alternatives, and extend the range of alternative services available.  A choice would explicitly have to be made between this approach and a growth strategy, which would aim to widen the diversity of participants away from those with an alternative or radical approach to encourage participation from mainstream organisations such as large businesses, local authorities, health service organisations.  A promotional strategy to achieve this would have to be far more extensive, high quality, and consistent.  It would in all likelihood be organised and funded by an organisation such as a Chamber of Commerce (to involve business), or local authority or health service trust.  The currency would be promoted not as community run, but as a mainstream service.  It would thereby be less likely to encourage participation from those attracted to an alternative, radical currency movement.   Alternative ways of ensuring commitment to the currency, and managing the accounts of members, would need to be developed.  It would look more like WIR or Blue Shield's corporate-run Time Bank than either LETS or the community-led Time Banks in the UK.  

This sounds obvious. But complementary currencies that have attempted to involve business have consistently failed to promote themselves in terms business understands, or been capitalised and skilled enough to undertake marketing to one of the more resistant groups to their use.  Too much political, baggage is expected, and too many of the materials produced have unintentionally promoted an inappropriate political subtext (North 1999b).  The groups who take forward the range of complementary currencies that will access these groups are not those currently active in them. 

Conclusion: Two Approaches

The complementary currency models described above have many different design features: to recap, forms of currency, ways of finding out how to spend it, ways of managing accounts, and ways of promoting and developing the use of the currency.  Certain design elements seem generic.  They need to be right, no matter who the audience and expected user community for the currency is, and irrespective of the use to which the currency will be put.  These are:

· The physical form of the currency needs to be credible and understandable;

· It should be clear how those who also accept it can be identified;

· Standards for the management of accounts should be made explicit;

· The target audience and objectives of the currency should be clear. 

Beyond the generic, a diversity of approaches has emerged.  The Particularist approach argues that a multiplicity of currencies should be developed which adapt their design features to the objectives and characteristics of users.  For example, a currency developed by and used for a community which shares a strong environmental or anarchist political value base would have a completely different set of design features than that which aims to involve business.  For example, one would be small, hourly based, lightly managed, organised by a community management group, use home produced materials, and produce documents orientated on reinforcing in group identity.   A business-led complementary currency would cover a larger geographical area, be directly tied to national currency, enforce credit and debit limits and chase bad debts sterling, be aggressively marketed, and run by a business organisation.  A radically different design for radically different markets.

The Inclusive approach argues for connection between currencies rather than for too great a multiplicity and divergence.  This approach argues that the design features of a currency, if made as inclusive as possible, will facilitate involvement by all participants; and will promote social justice by fostering learning between different groups in society.  Stefania Strega of Peckham HOur Bank and Southwark LETS has experience of both sides of the complementary currency design and argues that an approach that enables the most vulnerable to use complementary currencies by providing a diverse and quality network in which a range of services can be accessed.  If ways of connecting traders with each other are proactively organised such that the most vulnerable and unconfident are supported through trading days and brokerage, then business gets access to the skills and services of the whole community using at present wasted talent.  A currency that relates to both time and national currency enables a diversity of valuations, not enforcing one on the other.  A nested and connected network of complementary currencies that operate at different geographical scales allows individuals to select a level that suits their moral sense of the local, while facilitating access to a wider range of goods and services that are not economic at too small a scale, and facilitates business involvement.  Well-produced, professional documents facilitate trades to the benefit of all.   Just as all in a community benefit from access to facilities designed so people with disabilities can use them, so all benefit from currency designs that facilitate a diverse set of users.

Heterogeneous currency designs connected to each other using a form of brokerage, be it MultiLETS, Intertrading or some other currency exchange facilitates diversity with connection.
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� These approaches were developed and debated at the conference "LETS and Time Money: tools for social inclusion?' organised by the author at South Bank University, November 1999.  Thanks to Dave Williams for developing what I call the 'particularist' approach, and to Stefania Strega who argued strongly for the 'Inclusive' approach. Responsibility for the discussion that follows, and any errors or omissions within, rests with the author. 


�  A usual moral valuation is five or six units an hour, with a unit being equivalent to one pound sterling.  This is seen as a fair rate, somewhat above the UK minimum wage of £3.63.  Other schemes wish to work from what they call a culture of abundance, with a recommended hourly rate of 20 units per hour.  The moral valuation is often specified in publicity as a recommended, but not mandatory, 'going rate'.  For a fuller discussion of the implications of this, see below.


� A claim that can less be made for Time Money programmes, which often have significant central funding and are provided more 'for' a community than 'by' it.  The same critique can be made of the LETSystem or MultiLETS approach. 


� The reaction of banking representatives at a seminar on electronic cash and social exclusion attended by the author in London, March 2000.  Organised by the UK think tank DEMOS.


� As this paper centres on currencies existing at the time of writing (Mid 2000), I do not engage with a discussion of currencies not yet in existence beyond the design stage, such as those organised around baskets of goods or natural resources.  For a discussion of this, see Solomon (1996:70-77).


� At times, concern about letting 'others' into a LETS scheme through intertrading can border on the xenophobic.  I remember concern being raised that 'we need to know who these people are' (my emphasis.  Presumably, 'these people' also consider themselves as part of 'the community'!  
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