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Group hopes to support local business with local currency

By GENE STOWE
Tribune Correspondent

Seeking to foster increased trade with local businesses and keep money
circulating in the community, a group of residents is organizing a
Michiana currency that would substitute for dollars in some
transactions.

The project, which could go into operation later this year, aims to
support independent shops, nonprofits and other community-based
organizations with opportunities such as promotional events and
rewards for volunteers.

Promoters cite studies that suggest money spent with local businesses
has a larger “multiplier effect” in the community than money spent at
national chains where it becomes part of a larger financial system.
Local business owners, they say, are more likely to spend the money
locally.

Organizer Karl Hardy says a group had been discussing such currency,
in use in some other parts of the country, for some time, but recent
economic turmoil has intensified the effort.

“With all the economic trouble we’ve been going through the last
several months now, our activity has ramped up,” he says. “You still
have people here locally who do sales and service and have the desire
to participate in the local economy.

“Right now, we’re still in the stage of solidifying the organization
itself. We got a pretty good response from local citizens.”

Hardy points out that at critical points in U.S. history, including
the Revolution, the Civil War and the Great Depression, residents have
turned to such currency to keep their economies functioning.

The local effort is patterned after a long-standing operation in
Ithaca, N.Y., where more than 500 businesses participate and each
currency unit is worth $10 of U.S. cash, intended to reflect a typical
hour’s pay.

“It’s a project based on the Ithaca Hour model that’s been going since
1991,” Hardy says. “The idea is that historically, when there’s been
economic turmoil, local communities have turned to these local
currencies as a means to foster local trade.”

Under the group’s plan, a nonprofit agency, Michiana Community
Currency Inc., would have a board that would meet monthly, functioning
like a local Fed, to make decisions about circulation and policy.

“We have to be careful about how we go about establishing the
currency,” Hardy says. “Individual participants and nonprofit entities
will pay a joining fee,” $50 for businesses, $20 for most individuals
and $10 for students, low-income, unemployed or senior citizens.

They would receive local paper currency – perhaps Michiana Hours,
Michiana Bucks or Michiana Bridges — to spend. (Organizers are still
taking suggestions for the name at michianacurrency@gmail.com.)

Service providers including entrepreneurs and nonprofits would be
listed in a directory.

People who agree to participate would take the currency on terms each
one sets. That could include employees who get some of their wages,
distributors or vendors who get some of their payments, shopkeepers
who get some of their receipts, and customers who get some of their
change in the currency.

Nonprofits could get tax-deductible donations of the currency to give
as rewards to volunteers who help with their work. Business owners
could promote acceptance of the currency on certain days when they
might otherwise have less traffic.

Informal workers, such as teenagers who baby-sit or mow lawns, could
take the currency. In some places, businesses as large as grocers,
medical providers and banks accept the currency for some of their pay
or fees.

Hardy says he expects the project will need a critical mass of about
50 businesses and 200 to 250 individuals.

Mike Keen, director of the Center for a Sustainable Future and
sociology professor at Indiana University South Bend, says the
initiative is part of a trend toward reorganizing the global economy.

“I believe here in South Bend, Michiana, and around the country and
world, people recognize the need to transform our business and
economic system in a way that serves the needs of our citizens and our
communities,” he says.

“They are disgusted with what is happening in Wall Street and
Washington had have decided they can no longer leave things up to the
so-called experts in Washington who got us into this mess in the first
place, and then took millions of dollars in bonuses for their
efforts.”

In addition to the currency movement, Keen lists Shop Local movements,
such as ShoLo in South Bend and Mishawaka; new green business
organizations, such as Michiana Green Pages and the Sustainable
Business Round Table; the re-emergence of farmers markets; and the
urban farming-community garden movement, including Unity Gardens in
South Bend, among examples of “transformation from below.”

“Obviously, not all of these initiatives and models will work,” he
says. “But from them, I believe we will find the seeds of the new
economic models of the future.”

For more information, visit www.michianacurrency.org or
E-mailmichianacurrency@gmail.com.
