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'I-'learing that a seemingly toy money called local money wo

our economy, society,
culture and communication in this new century, it is sonatural for. e to doubt or wonder
whether it is true. "Isn't this an idea same as the utopians had in the past? Isn't this too good to
be real? How can we believe it?" Very natural. Local money seem so trifle and powerless that
they can be considered to be merely trail systems played within small groups of people. It must
be admitted that they can only leave a small scratch on reality at present. But nonetheless they
do not have large influences, or because they are so fragile, local money oppositely contain a
kind of toughness that cannot be imagined so easily. They steal in firm systems and gradually
mutate the genetic codes of the systems from inside. And the simpleness that are only held by
vintually new existences shakes nihilistic skepticism and surely brings about deep transformation
little by little. Local money may give the impression of being money created through easily
remodeling conventional money. Though the gateway certainly seems to be narrow, the inside is
unexpectedly wide and deep. They have circuits that diversely branch off to be connected
anywhere. Local money can be adapted to solve major issues bothering the world. Economic
issues such as depression, poverty and globalization. Global environmental issues such as
energy exhaustion and ecosystem destruction. Welfare issues concerning the decrease in
number of the young generation. Community issues such as the decline of families, schools, and
local communities. And organizational issues of NPO, NGO, cooperative societies and corporate
unions. They can be linked to any problem according to what kind of people is using them and
the local needs.
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The Situation of Local money around the World.

The local money movement around the world has changed in these years. First, local money
that became sophisticated in the advanced countries in the nineties leaped to developing
countries and quickly expanded there. Then, new types appeared that daringly broke the
taboo of local money of never being exchanged into conventional money.

Thinking of LETS and other systems, | had a strong desire to directly see the new
developments of local money movements. Fortunately, | had a chance to visit Buenos Aires,
Argentina and Trento, Canada in December last year. | will report what | have seen and
learned in both countries in the followings.

"La Red Global del Trueque: RGT," which is a global exchange ring network, developed from

an exchange ring that started among an ecologist group in a suburb of Buenos Aires in 1995.
Now it has grown to one of the largest local money movements in the world with 500,000
members in 100,000 families taking part in. The respective "nodes" are made up of more than
50 members led by a few managers called "coordinators." 500 nodes in the country form a
great network by using in common a bill type local money called "credit." Each node must
approve of 12 principles in order to participate in RGT. One of the examples is to be
responsible of products or services as what Alvin Toffler called "prosumers," which mean to
be a producer and a consumer at the same time.

There are approximately 270 nodes in the suburbs of Buenos Aires. Each node holds
exchange meetings once or twice in a week at certain places such as community centers.
The participants gather not only at their node meetings but also other node meetings to sell
and buy articles. | heard that there was a freak that took part in 23 nodes in a week. Food
such as grain, fruits, vegetables, meat, spices, pizzas, bread, candy, jam and juice, and
commaodities such as clothes and textile fabrics, shoes, bags and hats, and radio cassettes,
music compact disks and handicrafts are dealt at the meetings. There was even a hair
dressing service at the spot. Also, services such as repairing electric products are provided at
shops and offices. Same as massage services and dental treatment, too. There were no lists
of providing items and demand items that are usually handed when using other local money,
which means that the prices are decided at the spot. | actually went to one of the meeting and
was astonished by the same prosperous mood as free markets. The meetings are operated
in a way to provide enough items to spend daily lives. The scales of the deals are surprisingly
large that go as high as from 60 million to 80 million pesos yearly with 5 million credits issued
in ayear.

After the monetary crisis, Argentina accepted the counsel of IMF and pegged the legal tender
pesos to dollars. This prevented the crash of peso, but the deflation pressure became higher
and the unemployment rate raised higher than 20%. Furthermore, the number of single
mothers with many children is not low. Truly because of these reasons, the nation desperately
needs another type of money besides the short peso in order to live. Even though Argentina
is the wealthiest state in South America, the largest issues are unemployment and poverty.
This is the definite difference from the local money movements in advanced countries.
Depression and unemployment were factors of the expansion of local money in advanced
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extended to neighboring countries such as Chile, Uruguay and Paraguay, which proved that
local money created in advanced countries can become means for solving poverty and
unemployment in developing countries.

"Toronto Dollar" is a new local money that a non-profit organization, Toronto Dollar Community

Project Inc., started in 1998. It is the same bill type currency as Ithaca Hour. What is unique
about this money is that it uses the same printing technologies as Canadian dollars to prevent
counterfeit, and what is more is that 90% of the money can be exchanged into Canadian
dollars in order to promote business participation. The rest 10% are laid aside as a business
fund for the community and social welfare. It is also uncommon in that CIBC, one of the largest
commercial banks in Canada, are carrying out exchange businesses. 120 spots in Saint
Lawrence Market, which has a long history of 140 years, such as shops, restaurants, doctors
and lawyers accept Toronto Dollar. The issue amount of Toronto Dollar was 100,000 in 1999.

When businesses and shops take part in the local money movements, it is considerably
difficult for them to use local money that they received. That is why this exchangeable type of
local money was proposed. From the viewpoint of the original main point of local money with
the purpose of circulation only inside a community, Toronto Dollar may be improper, but such
a case is expected to increase in number in order to open the gateswidely for businesses.
RGT and Toronto Dollar are new forms of local money. But if | am asked whether they are
truly new, | must answer "no." This is because | believe that the essence of local money is to
hold the potentials of creating completely new relationships between people that have never
existed before.

The Flat Relationship Spun by LETS

Money evolved into two different directions along a long history. One direction is losing the
form as a substance and becoming closer to true information. The emergence of electronic
money explains this direction well. Not precious metal like gold and silver and not paper like
bills, information itself turns into money. The other direction is to become credit money or
IOUs. Money is not a bearer of value any more in this direction because it changed into
securities indicating credit, in other words |OUs, such as bank money and credit cards. As the
consequence of this type of money turning into IOUs, money proceeded to become
information. And LETS does not go against the evolution of money, but rather pushes on with
that trend.

LETS, which does not rely on substances as bills, straightly expresses the reality that money
is only a record of dealing information. That is really why LETS does not register only on the
accounts of paper bankbooks or spread sheets but easily changes into virtual money. In fact,
Linton already introduced an IC card type electronic money for LETS. And in Japan, Ken
Suzuki is developing a prototype of network type electronic money, Global Exchange Trading
System: GETS 3 for LETS (htip:/sacral.c.u-tokyo.ac.jp/~ken/cgi-bin/gets/demo/gets.cgi).

Accordingly, it is now clear that "local" as used in local money is not limited in physical areas
such as villages or towns. "Local" is a virtual area based on philosophies, interest and taste
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that is formed on the network. It can be a Community of Interest (COI). Local money does not
only activate existing communities, but also spins virtual communities.

Seeing that the experiments of electronic money in Japan are facing difficulties, a typical
example is the bankrupt of DigiCash, we become to understand that electronic money will not
be popularized just as a "convenient wallet." There must be "something else" to attract
people. And that "something else" is definitely LETS. We must recognize that LETS is a type
of money but it is not money in a true sense. Contradiction? Let me explain this briefly. LETS
is not only a medium for economic activities and not only a economic weaith. It does not only
activate the local economy but forms culture and communities there and makes
communication more lively.

One more thing that | would like to add is that LETS is truly a medium that creates flat
relationships within communities. And because of this, it has the potentials of showing ethical
aspects along economic aspects. | will explain this in a simple way. You cannot buy anything
without money, so if you want to buy something, first you have to borrow money from
someone who has it. Whether you borrow it from a bank or a credit company, once you
borrow money, you become a debtor. The relationship between a debtor and a creditor is not
flat at all. A power relationship that will never form in a symmetrical shape will come into
being. The debtor must pay interests in addition to the principal, and if the debtor cannot pay
them by a fixed deadline, the creditor will get the mortgage and deprive trust of the debtor. In
LETS, the relationship of the debtor and the creditor is not one between individuals, but
between an individual and a community. If you are to belong to a community that you have
selected, everyone can be a debtor and a creditor in an equal relationship.

Furthermore, there is no kind of giving such as treating or being treated by someone, and
there is no kind of taking as well. Even though a person gives someone else something
without particular intentions, the receiver will be indebted to the sender and a kind of a power
relationship will emerge between the two. This is one of the reasons why voluntary activities
are difficult.

The relationships that LETS spins are not for businesses tied by money and also not for
voluntary activities tied by goodwill. The borderlines between individuals vanish in this
environment. Although people are supporting each other, they keep being individuals in a flat
relationship.

In addition, according to the multi-LETS way of thinking described by Linton, an individual
does not have to belong to only one LETS community at all. Because one can belong to
several LETS groups organized by variousCOls, no one has to be captured in only one
community such as a Japanese corporate society.

It can be affirmed that the possibilities of LETS in the 21st century are veiled behind the new
relationships between communities and individuals.

XGETS will be introduced as a system for LETS on the network on NAM (representative Kohjin Karatani)
and code (organizer Ryuichi Sakamoto) both which I participate in or cooperate with.
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