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Introduction

This paper discusses the way in which Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), traditionally renowned for enhancing global reach, can be used to build and strengthen local trading using web-based community currencies. An example of such an online community currency is the Community Exchange System (CES), which was developed in Cape Town, South Africa, and is currently used by 270 exchanges in 34 countries. 

The Internet has long stimulated discussion around the idea of an alternative economy based on reciprocal exchange. To date however the benefits of this gift economy have been largely virtual. Examples of gifted ‘goods’ include contributions to the development of open source software, wikipedia, sharing of knowledge, files and reciprocal comments on blogs and in online networks. Yet, despite the dramatic changes in social interaction facilitated by online networking, and the evolution of what could be called a ‘high-tech gift economy’, the potential of the Internet to really revolutionize economic systems has been limited, as the gifting involved did not extend beyond the realms of cyberspace.

In contrast to this global, virtual, gift economy that has developed online, the CES provides an online trading platform where real goods and services can be shared amongst local communities.
The paper proposes that web-based community currencies can provide an alternative to the current economic system, allowing for a relationship-centred approach to exchange that can be likened to a type of gift economy, centred on the principle of reciprocity. What Polanyi
 referred to as the ‘great transformation’ of the 20th century, characterised by a shift in emphasis from human relationships to market price mechanisms, may thus be reversed in the ‘network society,’
 in which principles of reciprocity and gift exchange are re-embedded in ‘relationship economics.’

In comparing an alternative money system like the CES to the emergence of a ‘gift-economy’, the paper draws on Mauss’
 conception of the ‘gift’ as essentially reciprocal. By providing an online record of exchanges, the CES serves as collective memory of ‘gifts’ exchanged between members. Like gift economies, community currencies are founded on relationships. By taking traditional ‘money’ – created by banks as interest bearing debt, hence by its nature inducing scarcity – out of the equation, the system aims to encourage a more abundant ‘giving’ economy.

The research contributing to my MPhil thesis, on which this paper is based, involved a combination of a literature review, participant observation in online social networks and the CES, as well as consultation with CES users through a combination of interviews and an online survey.

Reciprocal Gift E-conomy

The concept of ‘gifting’ has received much attention in Western anthropology, particularly since Mauss's theorizing on The Gift in the 1920s. Mauss
 emphasizes the role of reciprocity
 as critical to gift exchange. His tripartite formula for ‘total prestation’ involves the obligations to 1) give, 2) receive, and 3) repay.
Reciprocity in gift giving and receiving emphasises the relationship between giver and receiver. A gift economy is one driven by social relations rather than price according to Bell
, who examines ways in which people can increase the benefits of their exchanges in gift as well as commodity economies. He notes that benefits in a gift economy are derived from improving the ‘technology of social relations’ by increasing the range and diversity of one's social network. By contrast, benefits in commodity economies are derived from improving the technology of production. Gift economies are thus driven by social relations while commodity economies are driven by price.

Social economics

The pervasiveness of consumer culture in modern society can easily create the impression that the human experience is all about acquisition. Polanyi
 disputed this assumption, arguing that while meeting the basic material needs of its members is the focus of every society, modern capitalist societies are unique in their intense focus on greed and material. By contrast, pre-capitalist societies more typically emphasised aspects such as family, clan, religion, and honour.

Polanyi argued that the most basic human characteristic is not material acquisitiveness, but rather the need to relate to other humans, and to feel part of a larger community. Like Aristotle
, he emphasised the essentially social nature of man as more fundamental than the desire for material wealth
. Polanyi emphasised the constitutive elements that define us as social beings, claiming that the atomistic individual motivated by self-interest is a social artefact. “Society is not something between men, nor over them, but is within them....so that society as reality ....is inherent within the consciousness of each individual.

The Great Transformation

According to Polanyi, the 19th century market economy was distinctively ‘economic’ in the sense that it chose to base itself on the motive of individual gain, which had never before been raised to the level of justification of action and behaviour in everyday life.

What Polanyi described as the ‘Great Transformation’ of the market involved the systematic destruction of the social relationships essential for human sustenance, to be replaced by atomistic individualism. While claimed to promote greater freedom, the emphasis on individualism serves to strengthen the market, which comes to provide an alternative form of sustenance to isolated individuals severed from their social support system.
Maintaining the unnatural equilibrium required by the artificial separation of human interference and the self-regulating market required what Polanyi referred to as a ‘double movement’ whereby the inhumane effects of the market left to its own devices was mitigated by legislative measures enacted by states, as well as protective labour, civic, social and political movements. This ‘double movement’ was actively implemented by the very proponents of the free market, inducing an inherent schizophrenic tendency to economic activity.

By the end of the 20th century the process of market-led globalisation, accelerated by the development of ICTs, led to the emergence of a new organisational logic based on ‘networking’
. Hettne
 likens the significance of the resulting transformation of the global economic system to that described by Polanyi, referring to a ‘Second Great Transformation’ further deepening and expanding the market system on a global scale. The First Great Transformation was seen to disrupt traditional society and provoke various kinds of political interventionism via the resulting social disturbances. By contrast, the current process of market expansion and its social repercussions is occurring on an unprecedented global scale unmitigated by state regulation.
While the waning role of the state as protector of society against the forces of free market capitalism can indeed be considered cause for concern, the development of ICTs has led to another development that may be a potential alleviating factor, namely the empowerment of the general population. Although initial critique of computer mediated communication included concern over its potential isolating factors
, the rapid proliferation of essentially social software appears to indicate a trend towards greater connectedness, following a century of increasing isolation prior to the new technologies.

Relationship Economics in a Network Society

The last quarter of the 20th century saw the emergence of a new force that has revolutionised human interaction with the outside world. The advent of ICTs, and continuing evolution of how they are being put to use in connecting people to the world and each other, has led to what Castells
 refers to as The Rise of the Network Society. Castells describes the new economy that has emerged over this period as informational, global, and networked.
.

By transforming the processes of information processing, ICTs impact all realms of human activity, enabling the establishment of endless connections between different domains. While tools provided by the early Internet, including email and user groups, initiated the revolution towards more sociable media, the development of the World Wide Web in 1989, and the subsequent proliferation of social media in what has become known as ‘Web 2:0’, has demonstrated the power of technology to transform the basis on which humans interact.

The networked society has important implication for what is rapidly becoming a new approach to economics, emphasising the value of relationships, shown by Polanyi to have been consciously suppressed through the past two centuries of market capitalism.

In recent years the term ‘Relationship Economics’ has become increasingly popular in referring to trends in social media, and their impact on exchange. Deragon highlights the value of relationships and the quality of transactions as fundamental to the Relationship Economy. “The “system” with which we build relationship capital creates economic rewards that come in many different forms. As the Relationship Economy matures, finding opportunities to achieve monetary gain will be limited to those who understand these core factors that create value – the quality and quantity of relationships formed in the social networking space, and the mediums used to facilitate those relationships.”

The High-Tech Gift Economy

The Internet has long been argued to provide the technology required for the formation of what might be called a gift economy.
 Rheingold
 described the exchange system fostered by the Internet as “a kind of gift economy where people do things for one another out of a spirit of building something between them, rather than a spreadsheet-calculated quid pro quo.”

Barbrook argues that, despite its military origins, the Internet was in essence constructed around the gift economy as early developers shared ideas, and that the free exchange of information has thus been firmly embedded within the technologies and social mores of cyberspace since its origin. While the commodification of information through a tightening of intellectual property rights has become an increased concern of politicians and corporate leaders in the developed world over the past decades, online networks geared to information sharing have simultaneously sprouted in cyberspace. “[A]t the 'cutting edge' of the emerging information society, money-commodity relations play a secondary role to those created by a really existing form of anarcho-communism… In the absence of states or markets to mediate social bonds, network communities are instead formed through the mutual obligations created by gifts of time and ideas.” 

To date however the benefits of the gift economy espoused by Internet researchers have been largely virtual, exchanging gifts of knowledge, information, ideas and comments. Commonly cited examples include the development of free and open source software, and alternative licensing practices to promote freedom of information
. Despite dramatic changes in social interaction and exchanges facilitated by online networking, and the evolution of what may be referred to as the ‘high-tech gift economy’, some feel the full potential of the Internet to revolutionize economic systems is not being reached.

“I want to see somebody set up a barter network where I could trade poetry for turnips. Or not even poetry – lawn cutting, whatever. I want to see the Internet used to spread the Ithaca dollar system around America so that every community could start using alternative labor dollars. It is not happening. And so I wonder, why isn't it happening?”.

LambornWilson recognizes that technology cannot change the essence of a society, and despite its potential to connect, can in fact alienate people to such an extent that they mistake technological and symbolic action for social/political action. Some basic limitations of the gift-economy relate to a) its accessibility (or lack of) for a large proportion of the human race, and b) its dependence on the ‘money-economy’, without which it cannot exist.

To overcome such limitations we need to look at how the Internet does or can impact on the most fundamental means of exchange of everyday goods and services off(and on)line: money.

Money 2:0

This section provides an overview of the concept of ‘money’, which is defined as an ‘information system’ or collective ‘memory’ device for recording transactions. This is followed by a look at community currencies, and particularly the impact of the Internet on such ‘people-centred’ means of exchange.

Money = Debt = Interest = Scarcity

Modern money is created as bank credit that must be borrowed into circulation. Greco
 shows how conventional money exists as bank deposits, reflecting balances in accounts, which are secured by interest bearing debt. This debt then provides a means of creating entirely new funds. In the film Money as debt Grignon
 shows that the amount of money created in this manner – out of nothing, backed by nothing, as (interest bearing) debt – is significant, comprising over 95% of all money in circulation.

Money created as interest-bearing debt is designed to maintain its value based on scarcity and, by definition, inadequate supply. As banks only create the principal amount to be lent out, and not that required for the interest to be repaid, borrowers are forced to compete with each other for an insufficient amount, and the debts of some can only be repaid through the ruin of others. 

Money as memory

The origins of money can be traced back beyond traditional theories of its birth in barter networks, to the origins of human exchange, proposed by Mauss
 to lie in the (reciprocal) gift. This leads to a personalised conception of money, whereby markets can be seen as “a form of symbolic human activity rather than as the circulation of dissociated objects between isolated individuals.”

In tracing the origins of the modern economy and the money that sustains it back to the gift rather than barter, Mauss supported the idea of money as personal credit. In this sense money may be seen as a means of collective memory used to keep track of proliferating connections with others.
 This correlates with the root of the word ‘money’, named after the goddess of memory, Juno Moneta, at whose temple in Rome coins were once minted. Moneta’s name was derived from the Latin verb moneo, meaning to remind.
 Tracing the origin of the word to ‘moneta’, Hart argues that one of money’s chief functions is remembering, referring to it as a ‘memory bank’
, which he describes as “a store allowing individuals to keep track of those exchanges they wish to calculate and, beyond that, a source of economic memory for the community”
.

The Information Age with its abundance of interactive electronic tracking tools presents new possibilities when money is seen solely as a way of keeping track of exchanges. In a world where money resumes its role as collective ‘memory’ of individual debts, Hart believes that people will voluntarily enter into circuits of exchange based on special currencies. As digitalization encourages a growing separation between society and landed power, appropriation of ‘money’ by ‘the people’ becomes a natural step in society’s drive to a more equitable world in which “we can make our own money, rather than pay for the privilege of receiving it from our rulers.”

Community Currency Online

“The origin of the word ‘community’ comes from the Latin ‘munus’, which means the gift, and ‘cum’, which means together, among each other. So community literally means to give among each other. Therefore I define my community as a group of people who welcome and honor my gifts, and from whom I can reasonably expect to receive gifts in return”.

In the context of currencies, the term community can be used to describe any association of individuals, groups, or businesses agreeing to use an internal payment mechanism. Under this definition a community need not be defined by geographical proximity, as demonstrated by the emergence of Internet-based communities in which transactions take place in cyberspace and participants are scattered all over the world.

Based on his explorations of the work of Lietaer
, Rheingold
 expected the Internet to lead to “a radical change in the future of money, if [its] technical mechanisms are used to support the creation and maintenance of 'local currencies' – a medium of exchange that many communities around the world are beginning to experiment with.”
The development of ICTs has the potential to impact community currencies through enabling a) the organization of grassroots communities of interest transcending barriers of distance, language, and culture; and b) the development of new nonmonetary, nonpolitical ways of exchanging goods and services.

Local mutual credit trading systems
 have traditionally operated offline, posing obstacles in terms of administration as well as establishing sufficient ‘connectedness’ between members to facilitate easy exchange. The Internet has revolutionized the potential of such systems in a number of ways, including
:

· Reduced administrative burden of record keeping

· Search engine functionalities for goods and services offered and required

· Communication tools providing the ability to instantly connect with others’ wants and offerings

· Networking tools to build community between users, in turn strengthening the network and the types of services exchanged

· A web-based system allows for transparency, as users have instant access to each others’ trading records and account balances

· Expanding geographical scope as different local exchanges can be networked in a web-based trading platform.

Rushkoff
 emphasizes the fact that “[m]oneys are programmed”, showing that the way these moneys behave and their impact on society is the result of certain biases embedded into their design. Realizing this, a growing number of citizens and businesses are turning to the use of complementary currencies, which Rushkoff
 describes as “alternative, net-enabled, bottom-up money systems that let them accomplish what money loaned out by the Fed just isn't letting them do anymore”. Rushkoff argues that Internet-enabled complementary currencies can revive the decentralized marketplace, with networks providing a way to verify transactions and develop trust. He emphasizes the fact that many of the tools we use are the result of programs, proposing that “[w]e are proving more likely to treat our money as software, and to write our own.
”

The following section examines an example of an online mutual credit clearing money system that has been thus programmed to function as the means of exchange between local communities networked across a global, web-based platform.

Community Exchange System

The CES was initiated by the South African New Economics (SANE) Network, an organization modelled on the New Economics Foundation, which encourages complementary currencies as a means of promoting local economic activity. Initial proposals were to establish a paper-based LETS (Local Exchange Trading System)
 group. Founding member Tim Jenkin had recently designed a web-based trading system for a Cape Town hiking club, which was taken up by the SANE Steering Committee as platform for the proposed system. The currency was called ‘Talents’, and its value based on the South African Rand, though this was merely as a reference for pricing as the Talent would not be ‘tied’ to the Rand and was expected to deviate from it over time.

The CES was launched as a pilot project in February 2003, with 11 participants - all members of the Steering Committee. Membership, and with it the number and range of offerings began to increase after a public meeting was held and Talents were introduced at a few public markets. The system gained momentum as membership approached three hundred, and the South African CES was renamed the ‘Talent Exchange’, with the motto ‘Your Wealth is your Talent’
.

The system quickly spread to exchanges around South Africa, and in 2005 went global when a LETS group in Australia asked to become part of the CES,
 rapidly followed by more groups in Australia, New Zealand, the USA, and Europe. These groups each function as separate exchanges with their own local currencies, all linked via a common platform that enables inter-group trading.

In 2008 a split occurred between the CES and SANE, who were responsible for managing the Cape Town Talent Exchange (CTTE). While membership of this exchange was by this time sufficient to sustain trading despite managerial difficulties, a number of initiatives that relied on SANE’s involvement were abandoned, particularly in terms of community building and efforts to promote the system in disadvantaged communities.

How it works

The CES home page can be found on http://www.ces.org, providing links to numerous public information pages, and requiring members to register or log in. There is no membership fee, but members pay a levy per trade
 which accumulates in a CES administration account. Members get a T5000 credit and debit limit, which allows new users to start ‘buying’ through the system without having ‘sold’ anything. While this system of creating currency by issuing an initial ‘debt’ is reminiscent of the creation of conventional currency, a key difference is that no interest is charged on these debits.
Beyond the login page the site can be regarded as an online ‘bank’ or ‘clearing house’ (similar to online banking services offered by commercial banks) as well as providing membership lists, ‘offering’ and ‘wants’ directories, and trading statistics. Users can update their account, profile information, offers and wants, browse and respond to others’ offerings via phone or email, or send an order directly through the site. Sellers enter transaction information into a transaction form on the site and account balances are immediately updated. As the site expanded first across South Africa, and later globally, a remote trading facility was introduced to allow for exchange with members of other networks, both nationally and globally.

Member profile

At the time of writing (June 2010), a total of 3990 members had registered on the CTTE since its origin in 2003. Membership spans across the city of Cape Town, across different socio-economic groups, although certain demographic groups, particularly what may be considered ‘alternative types,’ do appear to dominate. 
The types of offerings found on the CES provide some insight into the types of people it attracts. Similar to experiences of community currencies around the world, a large proportion of offerings relate to alternative healing therapies and treatments, as well as holistic workshops and what some may consider predominantly esoteric pursuits. It is however not restricted to these types of offerings, with a number of users citing more ‘practical’ offerings such as accommodation and consumable items such as food and clothing. Many use the system to trade in used household items, while others offer services they engage in professionally, including various IT skills, copywriting, proofreading and editing, and financial advice.

Although the CES is essentially a web-based platform, among the primary objectives of its creators was to reform the monetary system in a way that would benefit those lacking access to Internet technologies. For this reason initiatives were launched in three low-income communities
, where many new users signed up. This initiative initially included CES offices where users could come in to access the online system, as well as Talent markets organised by CES management (hoping that community members would later take over these initiatives). These were however later abandoned, and many of the new members were thus unable to continue accessing the system. It is worth noting that the system does continue to function in these areas, though less actively, through the mediation of some community members who do have Internet through whom others continue to access it. Many more ‘well-off’’ members have also made a point of introducing the system to people who work for them, by for example paying part Talents for services such as gardening or domestic work. In this manner the system has and continues to grow across the socio-economic spectrum.

Size matters
One of the most significant constraints to community currencies noted by Greco
 is lack of sufficient size preventing them from competing with more versatile national currencies. Although the CTTE has grown rapidly, only 65% of registered members have actively traded on the system, and 29% accessed their accounts between June 2009 –June 2010. The assortment of offerings remains limited
 as does reach across the supply chain, and acceptance amongst mainstream businesses.

Since its origin the CTTE has expanded at an average rate of 44 new members per month, most significantly in 2007 at 68 new members per month, decreasing rapidly thereafter to 38 members per month in 2010. The reduced growth rate should be considered in the context of concerted efforts made in earlier years to promote the exchange through outreach initiatives in historically disadvantaged areas. These initiatives appeared successful in attracting new members, but few of these remained active users. Recent rates may reflect a more realistic balance, which now continues despite significantly reduced initiatives by management to promote it.

While growth in CTTE membership slowed down during 2010, the CES continues to grow rapidly around the world, with the number of networks using the system having increased by almost 80% between February 2009 and June 2010. Growth has been particularly evident in the USA  and Australia.
While growth in membership could add to the currency’s value by increasing the variety of offerings, thus making the Talent more useful, it also comes with practical constraints as the advantages of ‘local’ trading diminish. During consultation with CTTE members, the issue of geographical distance was noted to limit the feasibility of exchange, as travelling long distances across the city to obtain something for Talents often makes buying it for cash at a nearby store more economical. Distance is also a factor when it comes to partaking in markets and meetings. In an attempt to localise the exchange further, sub-areas were introduced and local area co-ordinators assigned to promote activity within these areas
. To date, trade within these sub-areas remains limited. It is hoped that by continuing to grow the network, and maintaining the intended emphasis on more locally based exchange, sub-areas will eventually reach the critical mass to function more independently as a greater variety of offerings becomes available in these areas.

Trading activity

By mid June 2010 a total of 37 000 trades had taken place on the CTTE, amounting to a total of 8.9 million Talents exchanged. The average number of trades per month peaked at 603 in 2007, corresponding with membership growth at this time.

An important factor to consider in assessing the sustainability of the system is the extent to which members balance ‘purchases’ with ‘sales’. Of the 2605 CES members who had traded on the system since 2003, 67% had sold, while 84% had bought goods/ services through the exchange. While 24% of sellers had not bought anything on the exchange, 40% of buyers had not sold anything.

In June 2010 46% of traders had a positive balance, and 51% a negative balance, while 3% had what is considered the ‘ideal zero’ balance. While 194 traders had exceeded the T5000 debit limit, only 69 had more than the official T5000 credit limit. The difference between excess credit and debits amounted to -T326 687 which may be considered a quantification of the extent to which the system is being abused by some members taking far more than they give back.

Of grave concern is that the ‘negative balance’ of people who have exceeded their debit limits over that of those exceeding credit limits increased almost fivefold since August 2009, with the number of traders exceeding the T5000 debit limit almost tripling over the nine month period. Thus the degree to which some are taking significantly more than they are putting back appears to be increasing, which could have serious implications for future sustainability.

Building community

Ayley & Ayley
 believe that many local currencies fail because the founders do not place sufficient emphasis on facilitating the development of personal contacts and one-to-one relationships essential for the community building required for such currencies to thrive. They argue that the corporatization process has reinforced a view of trading in which monetary exchange is seen as primary, and personal relationship, if it exists at all, is secondary.

“Conditioned by this situation, it is easy to focus on the ‘trading’ aspect of local currencies, and forget that it is people who are making those trades, and it’s also personal relationships that underpin people’s willingness to trade with one another. Successful systems usually provide ongoing opportunities for social connections between members, fostering a sense of community and the personal contacts that facilitate trading”
.

One way to encourage the personal interaction required to build relationships is through the facilitation of social gatherings where members can meet. Such interaction forms the basis of future trading and exchanges as people become aware of each others’ offers and needs.

While regular social gatherings may be feasible for networks with members within reasonable geographical proximity, this becomes more complicated when the ‘community’ is spread over a vast area, as becomes increasingly possible with a web-based platform. This section looks at measures that have been taken by the CES to build community online and offline.

CES 2:0 – Harnessing the power of online social networks

In recent years there have been a number of attempts by the CES to utilise the Internet’s potential for online networking. A CES group was created on Facebook in 2007. Following active interest for about a year, discussions petered out towards the end of 2008. By this time increased effort was going into the introduction of group features and a discussion forum on the CES site itself, as well as the creation of the www.communityexchange.ning.com network, which administrators felt would replace the Facebook group. Membership remained static at under 500 for much of 2009, until an active effort was made to revive the group as part of this research, following which it increased to 2000 members by August 2010. Early discussions in this group related to ways whereby the CES payment system could be more closely integrated with Facebook applications. Although this suggestion drew interest and support, it was not further pursued, and the relationship to the CES is limited to a link to its log-in page. 

By June 2010 the Community-exchange.Ning group consisted of 462 members from around the world. Although this group is growing slower than the Facebook group, discussions are more in-depth. In addition to its role as a discussion forum, the .Ning site provides links to log into a designated CES site, as well as to registering new exchanges, and new users on existing exchanges. Members can also join or set up groups for their respective exchanges within the .Ning network, which it is hoped will encourage more local community building. To date however limited membership prevents active use of this feature.

When questioned about their perceptions of the CES’s attempts to use online networking tools, only 34% of 180 survey respondents indicated that they had followed or participated in discussions on any of these forums, with only 3% doing so regularly. Many indicated that they were not aware of these online networking platforms used by the CES, while others questioned the value of belonging to yet more such forums. Time was cited by some as a hindrance to joining yet more online networking sites, while others commented on the use of various networking platforms (including the CES website, as well as Facebook and .Ning forums). Some critiqued the concept of online networking as opposed to building stronger offline connections.

Offline links – markets, shops and slips

Recognizing the need for face-to-face interaction as a key element in building community, attempts were made in earlier years to have at least one ‘Market Day’ per month
. While earlier markets were organized by SANE members, the hope was that once the system grew and sub-areas became more active, members would take over this initiative. This has not happened to the extent intended, and as the pressure on volunteer administrators became too much, coinciding with the split between SANE and the CES, markets diminished, and when held, tend to attract only a small core group of traders.

As an additional means to promote ‘real-life’ interaction, an attempt was made to introduce Talent only shops where members could bring their goods to trade, and buyers could come to spend their Talents. The pilot for this initiative opened in October 2005 using SANE premises in what was thought to be a central and accessible location
. Again it was hoped that members would eventually take the initiative to open more such shops in their sub-areas. The split with SANE in 2008 resulted in loss of these premises, and no attempts were made to open another.

To encourage the use of Talents amongst those with no or limited access to the Internet, a parallel paper-based system was designed for use at markets, as well as individual exchanges between members. A range of documents that can be printed out is provided for this purpose, including trading sheets and trading slips. Trades thus recorded can then be captured into the system by area coordinators or others with Internet access acting as mediators, thus extending the Internet’s benefits to those without access. The role of such mediators extending access to Internet technologies is highlighted by Geser
 who believes that “the Internet may well have an extensive impact on the whole mankind, because even highly marginal population segments profit at least indirectly from it: by having relationships to sympathetic users.”

Looking ahead

This section provides a summary of research findings that may be used to speculate on the future of systems like the CES, particularly related to the use of a web-based platform, community-building and reciprocity, and the potential of such a system to form the basis of an alternative economy.

Web-based platform

The web-based system used by the CES overcomes many of the difficulties associated with traditional community currencies by allowing easy and instant access, and reducing administrative burdens, while simultaneously expanding the geographic scope of the currencies. It does however also raise concerns regarding inequitable access to the system in a country like South Africa where only about 10% of the population have Internet access. Furthermore excessive emphasis on the online platform used by the exchange could result in a concurrent decline in emphasis on local, offline community building efforts essential for the ‘community’ element of the currency to survive.

While some find the site’s interface cumbersome, this is an area that can potentially be improved, thus facilitating easier access and use of the site which could assist in motivating more members to more actively participate in the system. Room for improvement exists in terms of making more use of ongoing new technological developments in the online as well as mobile communications domains, which could be harnessed to more effectively promote the system in an effort to better integrate it with mainstream society.

Community building and reciprocity

The ‘community’ element of the CES appears in some ways to exist more in ideological terms than practical manifestation. While numerous members consulted as part of this research appeared enthusiastic about the community concept, closer investigation of the CTTE shows this community to be somewhat fragmented. Rapid growth across a sprawling city, with members from vastly different backgrounds joining with very different motivations, contributes to the scattered nature of the community in question. The lack of close community cohesion diminishes the degree of mutual trust between members, which in turn impacts on the degree of reciprocity inherent in exchange.

Potential exists for more proactive online and offline community building initiatives, but in both cases this requires a level of dedication hard to sustain by small core group of volunteer managers. This said, it is possible that through effective harnessing of the power of rapidly evolving technologies, sense of community could be enhanced. For this to occur appropriate synergies between online and offline networking forums is essential, as increased focus on one (online networks) at the expense of the other (offline events) could further alienate those already distrustful of the web-based platform.

Alternative e-conomy

In assessing the potential for a community currency such as the CES to become a viable alternative to the mainstream economy, the state of the prevailing monetary system must be considered. As this system, based on interest-bearing debt, induces artificial scarcity and inequitable distribution of resources, finding alternatives appear essential. Following the global economy’s near collapse during 2008-9, this is becoming increasingly recognised amongst a growing segment of the population.

While the CTTE has shown remarkable growth for a currency of its kind (largely facilitated through its web-based platform, along with concerted drives to spread the system in its early days), such growth does not always take into account the crucial element of community building essential for such a currency to survive. This results in lack of mutual trust and reciprocity between members, exacerbated by evidence of some abusing the system to obtain services without reciprocating, which has important implications for sustainability.
The future success of the CES and similar systems will depend on the degree to which such currencies can be more effectively integrated with mainstream society in a manner that allows daily needs to be met, thus reducing dependence on conventional money. In increasing its mass-appeal however it is just as important not to lose the community element such currencies are designed to stimulate.

Conclusion

This paper proposed that the idea of an Internet enabled ‘gift economy’ can be extended beyond the realms of cyberspace, by looking at the emergence of web-based community currencies. ‘Gifts’ are defined as essentially reciprocal, and a ‘gift-economy’ as one based on relationships. By defining money as ‘memory’ or information, it is argued that a mutual credit currency serves as the community’s collective memory of ‘gifts’ given and received.

The CES was examined as an example of a web-based community currency. Despite concerns regarding reciprocity and sustainability, the CES provides an ideal example of a way whereby theories on the Internet-enabled gift economy can move from cyberspace into the real world of food gardens, lift clubs and massage treatments.
 In addition to providing a searchable online directory of offerings and wants, and a ‘memory’ of exchanges, the Internet also provides tools for building community online. While use of these tools has been limited to date, increasing interest in alternative economics could result in rapid growth of this and similar systems fostering real-life local exchange through web-based global payment systems linked with online social networks.
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