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    Letter from the Editors


    Matt McAlister


    We first released Contributoria.com to the public in January this year. Our tagline was "community-funded, collaborative journalism", a very functional tagline intended to describe this new platform that nobody had ever seen.


    It was clear straight away that Contributoria had a lot potential as a co-working space for independent journalists, a place where writers could collaborate on all aspects of the process from commissioning to editing to publication.


    Six months later our community is growing quickly, and we're setting the bar a bit higher for the next phases. We've upgraded our tagline to “The independent journalism network”, a more abstract statement intended to articulate our aspirations.


    Contributoria is not only a great place for independent journalists to work together. Contributoria can strengthen quality journalism in the world through open funding and distribution.


    Key to that vision is opening our funding pool to supporters. Building on the sponsorships and other subsidies we use to back writers, we have now added three tiers of membership with different levels of contribution for different kinds of supporters.


    This new program means we can grow faster and fill a much deeper funding pool to support more quality journalism around the world.


    Please do join the community here. There are some exciting benefits, such as a printed version of each monthly edition delivered to you at your home. Be part of the solution to the challenges facing journalism today.


    On the subject of money, and not coincidentally, Contributoria writers were invited to look at 'The Changing Value of Money' for the July Issue, a partnership with The Guardian and Activate Summit. They uncovered new forms of currency, reinterpreted traditional forms of trade, and reevaluated the meaning of money itself.


    It’s a fantastic issue with tonnes of great reads.


    For example, Liam Barrington-Bush and Jen Wilton wrote about a Spanish town which has come up with a collective way of getting things done when money is tight. Jon Hickman asks can you really live on social capital. And Dan Grilliopolis wonders if eventually everything that can be free will be.


    There are several other fascinating articles about bottled water, Tom Watson MP, and the Halal hysteria, to name a few. The full issue can be found here.


    The next issue is appropriately themed around 'Independence'. We want to know where the stories are that you can unearth which encapsulate the concept of independence. Tell us about the people that epitomise that theme for you - whether through the way they live, the work they do, the things they stand for or the opinions they profess.

  


  
    Changing social and cultural value of money in India


    Arpita Chakrabarty


    An old advertisement of 1989 of the then recently launched Bajaj Chetak Scooter showed a face of united and powerful India: how Bajaj Scooter, a bike manufactured by an Indian automobile company, Bajaj, becomes a part of a happy Indian family of parents, children and their grandparents. The advertisement’s jingle “Buland Bharat ka buland tasveer, hamara Bajaj” (The face of strong India is our Bajaj) became a hit among viewers for its cultural and emotional connotation and more than a score later, it still enjoys its popularity through youtube and other video sharing websites. This particular commercial was launched in pre-liberalisation days of Indian economy when cable and satellite channels were yet to enter Indian homes and Doordarshan was the only television channel broadcasted across India.


    In 1970s and 80s, those who were employed, remember entering into workforce with just 300 rupees ($5), or less than that, as salary, which was then considered a good pay. India was primarily an agrarian society with most of the national population living in villages. An Indian family living in a village included parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, children and cousins living together under one roof. In a joint family system such as this, all family members ate meals together, celebrated festivals hand in hand and stood by each other on moments of grief and sadness. Children were expected to devote one and contribute towards the well being of the entire family. Individalism and thoughts of personal growth were nearly not existed. Televisions, phones, refrigerators could only be found in homes of upper class families. They had the privilege of watching films at theatres and travelling by horse wagons, that was then commonplace in big cities like Calcutta and Bombay. All agrarian families used to grow their own food from their lands and catch fish from ponds owned by zamindars (landlords).


    A septuagenarian, Rabindra Nath, born six years before India’s independence remembers his parents stocking up food during the famine of Bangladesh in 1974. “Our family of six brothers and three sisters, with their children were 30 members. Food was cooked and prepared by my sister-in-laws and we all ate together. “ He narrates that children used to eat at first followed by men and lastly the women and wives. He recalls whoever was an earning member of the family used to give his contribution to the head of the family, who was always a male and who took care of all needs of the family. They had their own agricultural lands and two ponds in their native village, 40 kilometres away from the city they lived in. All vegetables and fishes their family fed on came from the produce of their farms. Rabindra Nath recollects, “We had no refrigerator, but we had a telephone and a car. That was a luxury in those days. People from neighbourhood who had no phones came to our house to telephone their relations and there was no bad feeling against them.” Money was then equated with well-educated families. Access to education was difficult and hence those who struggled to study and get well educated were respected in neighbourhood. Education remained the key to obtaining the coveted sarkari naukari (government job). Those who had money were widely believed to be well behaved and well cultured and were regarded highly in society.


    This was in 1960s and 1970s, before the Indian economy was liberalized in 1992 by the central government of India. The Indian economy witnessed near stagnation in real GDP growth till the late 1970s. Agricultural growth slowed down during this time but later picked up in 1980s, thanks to quite a few reform measures aimed at increasing domestic competitiveness. India faced food shortages after years of its independence and remained largely a poor country. India faced a severe balance of payment crisis and in response to that, markets were opened up, private sector was encouraged, state monopolies were broken and thus gradually globalisation was embraced by traditional India.


    The trade liberalization had a dramatic impact on Indian economy. The real GDP per capita increased at an annual rate of about 6%, which remained at just 1 and one-fourth percent in three decades after India’s independence. Many Indian entrepreneurs started opening new ventures across various Industrial segments and helped create job opportunities and that too with good wages. Middle class families started sending their sons and daughters out for education followed by employment. This resulted in rise of domestic income and consequently in a dramatic increase of domestic consumption. In a joint family of ten members, where one or two members were earning, after trade liberalization, six family members started earning and contributing to the welfare of the family. Free economy policies on foreign direct investment and foreign institutional investment helped in faster developments in telecommunication, roads, ports, airports, insurance and other major sectors. In 2007, the fruits of trade liberalization resulted in highest GDP growth rate of 9% when India became the second fastest growing economy in the world.


    More than two decades later, the reform process is still going on; but what is interesting is that the impact of trade liberalisation has largely changed the societal and cultural norms and affected the social value of money.


    There has been a steep rise in purchasing power of money and in domestic consumption of middle class families in India since 1992. People have been leaving their homes and agricultural lands in search of good job and better money. Agriculture not being seen a reliable source of income due to climate change and not perceived a prestigious job any more, people abandon their farms and travel far and wide across the country for good livelihood. As a result, joint families have been broken in to nuclear families consisting only parents and children, where sometimes both parents work bringing in good money for their offspring. Many urban spaces were developed and people from villages migrated to cities for employment. Refrigerators, television and telephones are found in every nuclear family at the present time.


    The culture of saving that was commonplace among Indian middle and upper-middle classes in 1960s and 70s, has been translated into the culture of spending to avail better services and experiences. A majority of hard-earned money was saved and put into banks and post offices as fixed deposits for future emergencies. This particular norm is nowadays popular with older generation, while the present generation prefers to invest money on plots, houses, mutual funds, shares and debentures for better returns. With the introduction of new private sector banks, who introduced retail credit for housing and for consumer durables in large, there has been a rapid increase of individual and household liabilities.


    An increase of domestic consumption has oddly led to opening up of super-markets and malls resulting in brand conscious and consumerism. People now opt for luxurious experiences in lieu of credit. Cities like Pune, Bangalore, Mumbai, Ahmedabad, Gurgaon, Noida, Chennai, Kolkata, Delhi have become the centres of foreign investment and encourage consumerism and rise of domestic consumption through good wages. As a result, many families came from far-flung places to settle in these cities where sometimes it is difficult to know who lives next door, a peculiar phenomenon, which was completely non-existent two decades ago. Collectivism and togetherness of traditional Indian joint families have been replaced by individualism that fuels personal growth and wealth. Families that ate all meals together two decades back now meet once or twice a year on occasions of festivals and weddings.


    Women, who earlier were locked up inside homes and only cooked food for their children and husbands, now form a major percentage of working population. Women going to offices is a common sight in India. They are also the target of big consumer brands for their products. Rights of women are now recognised by many.


    Indians who fed on roti, sabzi, dal and rice in their homes, now prefer Mc Donald's burgers, pizzas and pastas and grilled dishes inside air-conditioned glass walled restaurants. The new experience of eating out and trying out new unknown dishes for many has replaced the custom of eating lunch and dinner together.


    Ajit Sinha, an economist and a retired professor, feels economy liberalization has led into altered family patterns and changed values of Indian society. Thirty years back India was much more a warm and hospitable society than what it is today. These values eroded when money started coming in easily and people started abandoning their core values to make good and ready money. He continues that whether this situation is positive or negative is not the question, but whether people can sustain on this new practice on a long term is the question that one should ask.

  


  
    Money and the high street: Where are we spending our money if not in big name shops?


    Aneira Davies


    Shopping, for many of us, is a pleasant experience and can often be a social event too, where we meet our friends to catch up. It used to be that everything could be found on the high street, but with increasing living costs and wages at a standstill, shoppers are now looking elsewhere for bargains. Websites such as Amazon and Ebay offer shoppers a cheaper experience, but people are also turning to websites such as Etsy and Folksy, with their well-made and more unique products, as well as supporting local businesses and buying from independent shops. I want to find out where shoppers are spending their money, if not on the high street, and the reasons for this.


    Online seller Simmi Duffin, who runs the Etsy shop, Grace's Favours, a shop selling gifts and toys for children, sees the benefit of running an online shop over having a physical shop. She says that had she had the costs of running a shop, she would have made a loss, but running her business through the craft website Etsy, has enabled her to make enough sales to cover her fees, while also giving her the freedom to work from home and look after her children.


    Simmi, who started by making a felt letter alphabet and matching bag for her daughter, received positive feedback from other parents and began to sell to her friends. After posting photos of her makes on Facebook, more people wanted to buy her creations and the business grew from there. Now she makes personalised gifts and creates sewing patterns so that other people can make their own items. Simmi thinks that people are more likely to buy online as they want things that have more meaning and that can be personalised.


    She says, "I think the economic downturn means people are spending less frivolously but when they are buying things, they want more for their money."


    Most of Simmi's business comes from Etsy, although she does sell to a number of quirky independent shops. Her clients, she says, are parents or people buying for children of their family members or relatives, looking for something different.


    "They often don't mind paying more for something that's been created by hand, than something mass produced," she says.


    This is in contrast to the mass produced items the high street, and some websites such as Ebay, have to offer. Simmi thinks there has been a rise in buying from independent or online shops such as hers because people are bored with the huge influx of mass produced items which are often badly put together and don't last. As a result, Simmi has seen a trend in buying handmade. Hand crafted items, she says, have a lasting value and mean more to the recipients as they have been made specifically for them.


    She says, "There's been a real trend towards buying something handmade."


    A better quality of service


    Although many people do buy from websites such as Etsy, who reported $1.35billion worth of total merchandise sales in 2013, it isn't just about saving money, but about getting more for your money in a time of uncertain economy. More shoppers who stray away from the high street shops often end up buying locally or from independent shops, although some people are put off by the higher prices they think independent shops charge.


    I took to Twitter to ask people their reasons for why they prefer to shop independently. Many people agreed that there is more variety to be found in independent shops, as well as a better quality of products, and that items are more unique.


    
      @AshleyKB91 on Twitter: "I love being able to support local creatives and find really eclectic items that I would never have come across otherwise. Shopping independently means I keep my style my own."

    


    Other reasons people had for not spending on the high street was to support the local businesses and traders. But Twitter user @Grabble suggested that independent shops are often the most visibly creative as there are less restrictions on them.


    Although people tend to think that prices can be higher in these shops, shopper Simon Taylor, who tweets at @hotelinsight, says, "I think it's in our mindset that independent equals high cost. Not always. And if you're getting a unique product that's not available in the mass market I don't think you mind spending a little more."


    Although customers often think about the products in the shop, Twitter users also said that it was often down to the staff at these shops. Staff in independent shops often give a better quality of service, they said, as well as knowing more about the products they sell. Fellow journalist Gwen Dünner agrees.


    Gwen says, "You can have a personal connection to the shop assistants, which I always find nice, especially if you live in a big, mostly anonymous, city."


    Supporting local businesses


    Joe Schuppler, managing director of website Independent Birmingham, which is passionate about supporting the city's lesser known shops, says he has seen a dramatic rise in popularity in people wanting to support independent businesses. The Independent Birmingham website was set up last year and brought out a membership card in March, a year long pass which enables customers to discounts and deals in the city's cafés, restaurants, bars and shops. Independent Birmingham hopes that the card will then encourage people to discover the unique, intriguing and inspiring businesses in Birmingham rather than shopping on the high street. With almost 6000 Twitter followers and 2000 Facebook likes, there is obviously a need for this kind of scheme and it shows that customers do want to buy locally.


    
      Joe Schuppler: "Independents allow people to express their individuality whilst supporting their local community."

    


    Joe says the reason people want to support local businesses is that they create products which cannot be found elsewhere. Alongside that, they want to feel that their city is unique, which independent shops can provide.


    Joe says, "Independent businesses are the lifeblood of our local communities, injecting so much individual character and passion into our city that the chains seem to lack."


    Joe continues, "Independents allow people to express their individuality whilst supporting their local community."


    One business that promotes individuality is The Parlour in London. Owner Jacqueline Fletcher thinks that businesses like hers can offer something different that the high street cannot. The Parlour specialises in vintage and bohemian styles and visitors are given a mini afternoon tea alongside hair styling, cut and blowdrys and 'how to' workshops. Jacqueline describes her business as an overall experience and a social outing, often popular with friends or family members who want a unique day out.


    Visitors to the salon are people who appreciate a nice one-off, Jacqueline says, and those who like to get more for their money, which the experience certainly gives them. Having seen an increase in interest for arts and crafts too, she says people are more interested in things which are upcycled and nostalgic.


    She says, "People are more interested in unique pieces and the hidden gem."


    But Jacqueline does admit it can be difficult for independent shops and businesses to go against the high street.


    She says, "Of course it is still a major struggle to compete with the big guys, but I think more and more people are starting to look at quality rather than cost."


    Jacqueline thinks it's important for people to shop locally rather than on the high street. Local jobs, she says, boost the economy and make the high street completely unique to that place.


    "Shopping locally," she says, "means that towns can retain their individuality by supporting local crafts and services."


    Although shopping can be many things; a social activity, a search for bargains or a way of supporting local businesses, it is we, as consumers, who get to choose how we spend our money. Whether we are buying on the high street, online, or in independent shops, it is clear that we care about how and where it is spent.

  


  
    How a currency made the internet a better place


    Basile Simon


    At the dawn of 2013, crypto-currencies rolled in mass over the internets. Bitcoin was not enough, people wanted more. Among them, one started with the aim to make fun of all these new currencies with exotic names, created God-knows-why. It re-used a popular meme and its emblem: the Shiba Inu dog and the Comic Sans font. Dogecoin was created.


    The movement started more than four years ago, when the first draft of what is called today a crypto-currency was launched on the internet, under the name of Bitcoin. Bitcoin's creator(s) is still unidentifiable, but the alternative money represents today a market capitalisation of more than $10bn. It became a valid mean of payment for many web services, and there is even a Bitcoin ATM in Vancouver.


    Dogecoin was part of this cypto-currency trend. To those unfamiliar with what Bitcoin or Dogecoin are, they are basically virtual currencies that use cryptography protocols for anonymity and security. They are not controlled by a state or a central bank, but are regularly issued by a computer program. The value of the currency is determined solely by the market supply and demand.


    But Bitcoin has been associated with the 'dark side' of the internet, because of its anonymity and untraceability. Jackson Palmer, co-creator of Dogecoin, said to Vice in December 2013: “A lot of crypto-currency—namely Bitcoin, with its history with Silk Road—has been sitting in the shadows. It’s associated with the dark web. "


    Far from this image lives Dogecoin. A glance at the community's Reddit page /r/dogecoin will be very convincing. Silly fonts, rockets flying 'to the moon' whenever a user up-votes a post, and pictures of this cute dog, once misspelled 'doge.'


    MUCH TIPS


    Despite the coin's value oscillating between small fractions of a cent, the community attracts new users every day and proved to be more than yet another joke in the crypto-currency world. Ross Nicoll, Dogecoin developer, remember how it all started for him:


    
      Like many, I was first introduced to Dogecoin by being tipped a small amount of Dogecoins, and I think that first impression of being given something by the community is powerful.

    


    'Tipping' is a common thing in the community: the members give each other 'tips' for participating, in the form of a dozen to a couple of hundred coins. A software, called DogeTipBot, was developed to allow Reddit members to send and receive tips incredibly easily. The TipBot is currently being extended to Facebook and many other social networks. Ross Nicoll said when we first contacted him that 'the community isn't great as following instructions not to tip,' and he was right indeed, considering the amount of tips we received when we presented this article project to the community.*


    SUCH ECONOMY


    So, what is Dogecoin? Is it something new? /u/beasleyd2 said: “Dogecoin has done nothing new with the tech except use an aggressive inflationary model. The community and what we do with the coin is what makes Doge.... well Doge!”


    About the economic model of Dogecoin, Ross Nicoll said: “Dogecoin is one of a very small number of crypto-currencies with an inflationary economy, meaning coins are unlikely to increase in value indefinitely (in comparison to crypto-currencies such as Bitcoin). I hope this encourages people not to hoard coins for their own gain, but instead to tip or spend their coins.”


    Combined with the actual value of the Doge, the economic model of Dogecoin can be a powerful invitation to tip. The fact is that, by giving away this stranger who made a funny joke on Reddit 10 Doge, you are in fact sending him $0.003 (as today's approximative value). That doesn't cost much, but as Ross Nicoll said, 'That first impression of being given something by the community is powerful.' Billy Markus, co-creator of Dogecoin, agrees:


    
      People were figuratively throwing Doges at each other as a kind of kudos - like a new Facebook like, only this had some monetary value associated with it.

    


    “People were figuratively throwing it at each other as a kind of kudos - like a new Facebook like, only this had some monetary value associated with it. I think the generosity of the community started to emerge from the tipping culture.”


    WOW FUNDRAISING


    This generosity also expressed itself in successful fund-raising campaigns that started from the very beginning of the currency's existence, as Billy Markus recalls:


    
      The first initiative was something completely absurd – raising $30,000 to send the Jamaican bobsled team to the Olympics.

    


    “The first initiative was something completely absurd – raising $30,000 to send the Jamaican bobsled team to the Olympics - and not only was it successful, but the funds were raised in just a few days. That success set the stage for future fund-raising for charitable endeavors like doge4kids (training service animals for disabled children) and doge4water (funding a 'faucet' of water wells in Kenya). Some individuals took it upon themselves to do their own smaller efforts as well, for example I remember someone bought pizza and essential supplies for the homeless with dogecoin and filmed himself giving it to a homeless shelter.”


    These campaigns made Dogecoin famous. One of the last and most successful saw two Reddit communities (NASCAR and Dogecoin) rally behind unsponsored driver Josh Wise. $55,000 (or 67 million Doge) were raised and allowed the Dogecar to compete at Aaron's 499, then at several other races. For Ross Nicoll, these fund-raisings are part of today's community: “The 'Save Dogemas' campaign started not long after I discovered Dogecoin, and the Jamaican bobsled campaign after that, and these worked to help define the Dogecoin community. It's natural for any group to attract like-minded individuals, and from that initial spark of generosity has grown the community we see today.”


    It remains difficult to understand what led a simple project, although trendy at the time, to what constitutes Dogecoin today: this community of 'shibes', as they refer to themselves. Billy Markus said: “When the community started it had a general 'fun' aura - it was some perfect storm of a popular and silly meme coupled with people excited about getting on the ground floor of a crypto-currency (Bitcoin had been on everyone's mind after it made its crazy rally to $1200 per coin). Considering the whole thing started as a lark and was inherently absurd, we tried to keep it light and fun, all the while the popularity was exploding and things were happening so quickly.”


    And 'shibes' still define themselves this way. /u/fiddy_doge notes two traits that characterise Dogecoin users: “A) A desire to have fun, and a willingness to act silly and not take themselves seriously. B) A lot of pro-social traits (kindness, politeness, tolerance, charity, etc). I think it's fair to say that /r/Dogecoin is generally admired for this, and for being so welcoming to newcomers.”


    According to him, these 'pro-social traits' are inherited from Jackson Palmer directly, and spread directly in the community. This desire to 'do good' definitely defines Dogecoin. When talking about the community's actions, /u/mumzie, /r/dogecoin moderator and creator or /r/dogeducation, gives credits to Dogecoin for offering these opportunities, acting as a catalyst: “There are many opportunities for people to be generous and in a wide variety of ways. (…) I think people like to do good things, be generous in ways that they can, as their life and situations allow. Dogecoin provides an avenue to do this, in a community that embraces it.”


    SO EDUCATION


    That is because Dogecoin is very flexible and inviting to beginners, in particular thanks to new initiatives that helped shape a very easy access to electronic wallets and coins exchanges, as well as many learning opportunities, as /u/beasleyd2 said :


    “Doge allows you to make your own. Whether you're a serious investor, someone dedicated to service and charity, lighthearted redditor just wanting to have some fun, Dogecoin provides an open and welcoming community to learn about Digital Currencies. (…) The Dogecoin community will answer the same questions for the 10,000th time to each individual wanting to learn.”


    Dogecoin may very well go 'to the moon', in the end. But its goals are very far from Bitcoin's. And that's good news for the community. Billy Markus, talking about 'the most successful project [he has] spent four hours starting,' is happy with what his project has developed into:

    “I think some combination of the inherent absurdity / fun of a meme-based currency, plus the tipping culture, plus the initial large scale fund-raising that was done all worked together to show the community the impressive things that could be achieved with digital currency when people work together toward a goal.”


    The community is self-organised, without hierarchical structure or representatives – so far. Even Jackson Palmer and Billy Markus, if they are still active, stepped down from any apparent leadership role. Many things are happening to the Dogecoin users, and their community pages are every day literally flooded with announcements and debates. Still, they seem to manage to find their way, thanks to several respected members. In the last days, many 'shibes' were very seriously and vehemently discussing an issue related to the trademarking of Dogecoin. Billy Markus intervened after the debate, less than a day ago, by proposing 'a new rallying cry: 'Keep Dogecoin Absurd', asking the community not to become 'the exact thing' it was 'originally parodying.' His message is currently having a large and positive echo among the users.


    We have all heard stories about cyber-bullying, witch-hunts, and online hate in general. People do type tough, and many find a comforting refuge behind their screen to act violently, although few would behave the same way in a real-life environment. The Dogecoin community is surprisingly at the opposite of this sphere, and their message of hope, as expressed by /u/beasleyd2, is touching:


    
      That is why people choose Doge. We are making the world a better place by just being good people... I think the world needs this community more than ever.

    


    Disclaimer: we received 4060.55 DOGE, transferred at the address D9ay7asVebJteCCWmEhMw5Z9i96xV4wHKS. This amount, equivalent to £0.75 as of today, will be sent to one of Dogecoin supported charities.

  


  
    Who stole the money from our pay packets?


    Bernadette Hyland


    "Who stole the pay from my pay packet?" was my friend's reaction as she looked at her payslip and worked out how much money she had to survive on that month.


    From one end of the social scale to the other, many people are being affected by pay that is not keeping up with inflation. People on benefits are being forced into low paid jobs and are having to try to pay for the basics including food, housing, transport and utilities from wages which are not enough to live on. People in professional jobs in the private sector and public services find their terms and conditions are being chipped away.


    How do people lead a happy life given the insecure and temporary nature of work in austerity Britain? I spoke to four women about how life was for them. From the professional worker to the care worker, they were all experiencing a fall in their wages, whilst for two of them their benefits and housing costs were blurring the line between working and living on benefits, pushing them over the edge into the world of unemployment and poverty.


    Charlotte Hughes is a single parent with 2 grown up children, who are disabled and living independently, and an 8 year old who lives with her. Over the years she has both worked and signed on for benefits and has now decided that the life of the self-employed worker is the only one that will give her some independence.


    "I could live on benefits but it is like being in servitude. The constant hassle from the DWP made me ill. I have chosen to become self-employed even though I still cannot pay my all my living costs. Each week I get £70 working tax credit and might earn another £20 on top of that."


    She still has to pay Bedroom and Council Tax. "I have to pay the BT otherwise I might lose my house. The worst thing that can happen over CT is that they will take you back to court."


    Figures produced by the TUC show that one in seven workers, 4.55m, are now self-employed.


    TUC General Secretary Frances O’Grady said: “Self-employment accounts for almost half of all the new jobs created under this government. But these newly self-employed workers are not the budding entrepreneurs ministers like to talk about. Only a tiny fraction run their own businesses, while the vast majority work for themselves or another employer – often with fewer rights, less pay and no job security.


    “While some choose to be self-employed, many people are forced into it because there is no alternative work. The lack of a stable income and poor job security often associated with self-employment makes it hard for people to pay their bills, arrange childcare, plan holidays or even buy or rent a home".


    But, like Charlotte, many of these people cannot get enough work with nearly two-thirds, 1.29m, working part-time.


    Charlotte is not sure what the future holds for her and her children. Recently she stood for the Green Party at the local elections.


    
      I am going down fighting. I might only be a single parent scraping by but every time they throw something at me I will throw something back

    


    For people in work the picture is also grim. According to a report by the National Housing Federation "one working person every five minutes is (having) to turn to the Government for housing benefit to keep the roof over their heads".


    Sharon Moffat, a care worker, has had to juggle her work and for the first time claim Housing Benefits to pay her rent.


    "I work for an agency and get paid £7 per hour but that is paid on a zero hours basis. I get paid for the time I am with the client, which for many is only 15 minutes. I do not get paid for the time spent walking to each client."


    Sharon has not had a pay rise for five years and yet all her living costs have increased, particularly housing, transport, and utilities. She now works part-time, 22 hours a week, whilst claiming HB and working tax credit.


    "I work to survive. I love the work with the elderly people. But after all my bills are paid I have £10 per day to buy food and the basics of living. There is no incentive for me to work full-time."


    Is life any better for people in professional jobs? I spoke to A (she did not want me to use her name as it might affect her job prospects). She left University recently after completing an MA in newspaper journalism. Working life has not been a positive experience for her.


    "In my first trainee reporter job I worked incredibly hard. I was contracted to work 830-5pm but never left the office before 630pm, for which I did not get paid. After six months I was made redundant, I believe unfairly, and I did get support from the National Union of Journalists, but it had a damaging effect on my confidence."


    She thinks that the way that work is nowadays is having a negative effect on her generation.


    "For lots of people my age it is the job insecurity and the effect it is having including anxiety and mental health issues. It is also the cost of living, the level of debt that we have, and the reality that for many people they are not getting a living wage but just earning above the national minimum wage."


    A has now got a better job, working in a job where the National Union ofJournalists has negotiated a proper training programme for trainee journalists and hours of work are reflected in the salary. She feels that some of her friends need a union.


    "Many are on zero hour contracts in telesales, bar and retail work with little protection over their rights at work. But hardly any of them are in a union but they really need one!"


    For people who work in the public services, particularly experienced professional workers, their lives have been changed for the worse. B has been a Mental Health social worker for nearly 20 years.(She did not want to be identified, fearing victimisation). She works in a northern town and has seen growing uncertainty in her life at work and witnessed the effect of cuts on the service.


    "We have seen year on year cuts to the service. Staff leave and do not get replaced, every year there are staff reorganisations and everyone, including the managers, do not know if they are going to keep their job."


    Since 2010 her pay and terms and conditions have been cut. This year public sector workers have been offered a 1% pay rise. Unison her trade union said; With inflation currently running at 2.8% (RPI) this is a further pay cut on top of the 18% real-terms cut in wages since 2010 and the continuing local cuts to pay and conditions.


    B says, "Three years ago we were forced to take 3 days unpaid leave, they then tried to cut our sick pay, and the payments we get to do the job including payments towards the cost of using our car. You have to have a car to go and visit the clients."


    She works in a unionised work place, so the staff got Unison involved and balloted for industrial action. It was a partial victory; "We achieved something and people did feel strongly about the issues. "But she feels that over the last five years her job has changed beyond recognition.


    
      Originally the job was concentrating on peoples' needs, now it is about how much will everything cost. I don't feel valued or respected, everyone has huge caseloads and it is like the whole system is in meltdown

    


    B's response has been to get involved in the union."I have just become a shop steward and will be going to conference, for the first time, this month. We need to make the union more relevant to the staff, only half the workforce are in the union, we need to do more campaigning."


    These stories are replicated in many people's lives across this country. Recent research has shown that women have suffered more from the cuts than men and this injustice is reflected in the growing number of women active in single issue campaigns, in the Green Party and in trade unions. The history of this country is one of resistance to injustice and inequality: perhaps through some of these women we are seeing the beginnings of a new era of political activity.

  


  
    Breaching the monetary Matrix: Five exercises to help you understand money


    BrettScott


    
      Like everyone else you were born into bondage, born into a prison that you cannot smell or taste or touch, a prison for your mind.

    


    This is a line from The Matrix. Morpheus is explaining to Neo that he’s actually stuck in a nightmare prison-world enslaved to computers. The world is not as you think Neo, but I can set you free, provided you take the red pill.


    In some ways Morpheus resembles one of those single-agenda zealots who goes around telling people that they have a certain secret truth that will liberate them, like the guy who corners you in a pub and says, “Don’t you realise we’re trapped in a corporate prison. The Bilderberg Group owns the world’s governments!”


    Morpheus, however, is also different to the average conspiracy theorist. The key dynamic in The Matrix is that the power structure he’s trying to reveal is invisible in all ways, an immersive totality that transcends the world of identifiable ‘things’. He spins no tales of illuminati hiding in Goldman Sachs, or secret meetings between elites in Swiss cantons.


    The problem with the average conspiracy theorist is that their targets – such as corporations – are too obvious. Corporations may be giant, semi-immortal entities that vaguely resemble autonomous hive-minds bent on cultural hegemony, but they often do it bluntly, pushing cheesy propaganda and brandishing gadgets at us, lobbying politicians, and so on. In the end, there are ways for people to exert influence over them, and they occasionally disintegrate. Corporate power is subtle, but not that subtle.


    If anything in the world actually resembles Morpheus’ conspiracy, I’d say it is money itself. Money is extremely subtle. We think of the monetary system like we think of air, or language – as something that surrounds us and that we take for granted. We are born into a monetary system we cannot smell, or taste, or touch, so obviously normal as to be virtually invisible.


    Indeed, when we’re asked to describe money, we often give fuzzy, imprecise descriptions, despite the fact that we may use it every day. Even those who work in the financial sector, and who spend all their time designing financial instruments like bonds to steer money from one place to another, frequently cannot tell you precisely what money is. Take, for example, the anti-hero of The Wolf of Wall Street, a hotshot broker immersed in money, but who literally has no idea of what it is, and what’s more, is controlled by it like a puppet.


    I find money intensely mysterious, and there are no Matrix-style red pills that can be taken to help one deconstruct it. In August 2013 I published a piece called Riches Beyond Belief in Aeon Magazine, exploring the cultural dynamics of currency. Following that, it occurred to me that it would be useful to develop some more practical exercises and thought experiments to try stimulate thought about particular aspects of the monetary mystery. This article introduces five of those exercises, and I hope that collectively they may help you develop your own ideas. I’ve set them out in a particular order, but you can jump to those that interest you most.


    Exercise No. 1: The web of value


    This first exercise is a warm up, aimed at situating money relative to other goods. Look around you and try locate a few objects in your immediate vicinity. Perhaps you’re sitting at a desk, and there is a decent Casio scientific calculator, a Parker ballpoint pen, a bottle of Jack Daniels, and an A4 note pad. You’ll also need to have one foreign bank note, and one local bank note.


    The challenge, part 1


    Pick two of the objects, for example, the calculator and the Parker pen. Your task is to work out a rough exchange ratio between them. How many pens is the calculator worth?


    You don’t have to work out an exact ratio, but aim to create a band of likely exchange ratios, testing the outer bounds of plausibility. The calculator is not likely to be worth 10 000 pens, for example, but it’s probably likely to be worth more than 1 pen. Perhaps you say the calculator is roughly worth 4-7 pens, depending on the situation and their relative quality.


    You’ll note that you have an intuitive, almost subconscious ability to assess one object relative to another, even if it’s only in very rough terms. What precisely is it about the objects that allows you to make the comparison? Perhaps it’s their perceived utility (‘the calculator can undertake more complex actions that the pen, and it lasts longer’), or perhaps it's the imagined difficulty in creating the objects ourselves (‘the calculator seems to have more complex technology built into it, and is harder to make, requiring more physical or intellectual labour’). Perhaps it’s just due to some learned perception of the value (‘Parker is a good ballpoint brand isn’t it?’), or some combination of those factors.


    Now that you’ve established one exchange ratio, add another. How many note pads is your bottle of Jack Daniels worth? You will find that these exchange ratios fluctuate even with yourself, depending on what time of day it is and your mood or situation. That won’t stop you being able to make a rough band though: ‘It’s unlikely that I’ll ever exchange a bottle of Jack Daniels for just one note pad, surely it’s worth at least three, but I’d never exchange 200 note pads for a bottle’


    Now create a third exchange ratio, perhaps between the ballpoint pen and the notepad. In doing this, you’re building up a rough network of exchange values, and theoretically there should be some coherence between your perceptions. If roughly 4 good quality pens are exchangeable for a decent calculator, and roughly 3 standard notepads are exchangeable for a good quality pen, it is implied that roughly 12 standard notepads are equal to the calculator. Does that seem plausible to you, or do your perceptions of value have some inconsistencies?


    (As a side note, you’ll probably find that your perception of value gets warped by scale, leading to certain inconsistencies. The perceived utility of any object tends to diminish with increased scale, a phenomenon economists call ‘diminishing marginal utility’. For example, you may be able to conceptualise the usefulness that three pens have to you, but it’s probably difficult to conceptualise the usefulness of say, 3000 pens)


    The challenge, part 2


    Let’s now assume you’ve developed a loose latticework, something like a spider’s web, of these object pairs and the exchange ratios between them. Now take a foreign bank note, a currency that you’re not used to using, and try to integrate it into the network. How many pens would you exchange for 50 Turkish Lira?


    Notice something strange? We have some internal intuitive sense that guides us when making a rough comparison between two objects, but there is nothing about a foreign bank note that allows us to make a similar comparison. The truth is that you probably have no idea about how much a Turkish Lira is worth, unless you are from Turkey.


    This is something that tourists frequently experience, holding a strange foreign currency in their hands, having little idea of what it should be exchangeable for. What actually happens when you are a tourist? You learn what the currency is worth by observing others and by experience. You slowly calibrate your sense of its worth by seeing examples of goods priced in it.


    Now, by way of contrast, take a currency you’re familiar with, perhaps the British Pound, and integrate it into the network. You’ll find that you already have a set of pre-established ideas about the exchange ratios between British Pounds and the various goods. Oh, Jack Daniels is worth about £15 isn’t it? A good quality ballpoint pen is worth maybe £8. An A4 notepad is probably around £3. A scientific calculator is maybe £30-40. Take a look at the ratios between these prices. Do they correspond to the ratios you established in the first part of the challenge?


    Discussion


    The point of this is to highlight that the value of modern currency cannot be thought of independently of the economy and people it is connected to. There is nothing about a British Pound in itself that can tell you how many pens it is worth, but once it is installed at the centre of a giant interconnected social network of goods and services, its value gets locked in – at least in part – by that positioning. It becomes like a hub connected to millions of spokes, serving almost as a routing mechanism between them. It cannot exist without them, but also gets much strength from its centrality.


    Consider this statement: ‘If bread is worth £1.50 then I’m certainly not paying £10 for a cup of coffee.’ This emerges not from any comparison between Pounds and the goods, but from a known relationship between bread and coffee, expressed via Pounds. In theory then, whether we start off by pricing coffee as £2.50 or £250 doesn’t matter. The absolute numeric value in itself is arbitrary. What matters is whether that in turn plausibly corresponds to the prices of other goods.


    The tendency to fetishise the numeric value is one reason why some people fall into the trap of thinking that because 1 British Pound is worth 173 Japanese Yen, the Pound must therefore be worth ‘more’ than the Yen. All it really means is that the starting point of measuring goods in the different countries is different, and when you first arrive in a foreign country, you have to learn the dynamics of the measuring system before you can start to measure goods in it. Thus, in much the same way that choosing to measure something in millimetres rather than centimetres will give you a higher number, the shirt you buy in Japan will display a higher numeric price, but relative to other goods in Japan may present a picture very similar to that in the UK.


    Different currencies thus have different baseline price levels. The concept of ‘inflation’ refers to a general change in this baseline, one in which the measurement units become smaller over time, while the ratios between the goods being measured might stay roughly the same. Thus the ratio of £1.50 to £2.50 for bread to coffee becomes £3 to £5 over time. Societies that uphold any currency seem to accept the gradual overall shift as normal, provided it doesn't destabilise the intricate network of relative prices anchored and enmeshed in popular consciousness (most contentious is normally the wage prices that have an unfortunate tendency to stay fixed while overall goods prices rise, leading to worker outrage).


    Exercise No. 2: Treasure Island


    Some people get concerned by the lack of intrinsic value in the fiat currency described above (It’s not backed by anything!) and instead advocate commodity-based currencies, currencies that are supposed to be valuable in themselves. Gold is the traditional candidate for this, so here is a simple thought experiment to shake up some preconceived notions about the shiny metal.


    The setting


    Imagine a large island. It has a sizable population, perhaps 50 000 people, but it’s extremely remote and cut off from any trade or contact with the outside world. There is a rich agricultural system built on fertile volcanic soils. There is a good source of energy in the form of underground coal mines. There are ample building materials in the form of timber to build houses. These resources form the basis for a vibrant island economy.


    It also so happens that once upon a time, a Spanish raider ship full of gold pieces got blown off course and floated for months before being wrecked upon the island, depositing its a huge stash of treasure. A hundred years later and these gold doubloons have come to form the basis of an island monetary system. They circulate in everyday trade, but a sizable percentage is held by a handful of powerful barons who mostly hoard it in hillside bunkers on the central volcanic cone that overlooks the island.


    The scenario


    One day the island is hit by a giant hurricane and a tidal wave. 80 percent of the fertile topsoil is washed away, or else soaked with saline water that crops cannot grow in. The coal mines are flooded too, making them largely inaccessible. The trees are broken by the winds. In short, the basis for vibrant economic production is decimated. People are forced to eke out a rough subsistence foraging, or take to the seas in flimsy rafts hoping to find new lands far away.


    The powerful barons though, still have their fortified bunkers full of gold on top of the hills.


    A question, then. Are the barons still wealthy?


    Discussion


    The point of this exercise is to pinpoint where you think wealth is found in society. It is often claimed that gold is a ‘store’ of wealth. In the aftermath of such a storm though, sitting atop the hill, one wonders in what sense any value is stored in the pieces of inert metal that have no immediate utility to the barons. The barons can try to exchange their gold for things, but given the context, are people really going to give away their few precious useful items for pieces of metal?


    For much of history, gold has not had much obvious utility value like coal or timber or food might. Ironically, it tends to have most value in situations where it is exchangeable, and it is only exchangeable when there is a general surplus of goods that people need to exchange, and a process of mystification in which elites have imbued the metal with a god-like cultural status. This observation was very apparent to the likes of Adam Smith, who, in The Wealth of Nations, noted that:


    ‘the poor inhabitants of Cuba and St. Domingo, when they were first discovered by the Spaniards, used to wear little bits of gold as ornaments in their hair and other parts of their dress. They seemed to value them as we would do any little pebbles of somewhat more than ordinary beauty, and to consider them as just worth the picking up, but not worth the refusing to anybody who asked them. They gave them to their new guests at the first request, without seeming to think that they had made them any very valuable present. They were astonished to observe the rage of the Spaniards to obtain them; and had no notion that there could anywhere be a country in which many people had the disposal of so great a superfluity of food; so scanty always among themselves, that, for a very small quantity of those glittering baubles, they would willingly give as much as might maintain a whole family for many years.’


    In other words, according to Smith, gold is only valuable in a society where there already are large economic resources built up. Outside of that context, it’s a largely useless decorative item.


    Gold thus only ‘stores’ value insofar as it finds itself within a society that upholds a social agreement that it can be exchanged for goods outside of itself that have actual value. In other words, it derives most of its value, or is imbued with value (via a cultural-political process of mystification), from being present in situations where there are large networks of traded useful goods and people who require a medium of exchange. In essence it holds a contingent form of latent or potential exchange value. If the social agreement breaks down, or if the underlying goods disappear, the value of gold largely disappears too, or reverts to its more humble ‘intrinsic’ value of pretty decoration.


    To illustrate this once more, let’s imagine the scenario in reverse. Imagine years later you find yourself stranded on this island, now long since abandoned and desolate. You stumble upon the bunkers of gold in the hills. Should you be happy? Perhaps, but only if you’re able to tap into a larger trade network that exists somewhere outside the island. Otherwise, if you want to re-mystify it, you’d better get to work rebuilding a new vibrant island society so that the gold returns to being a ‘valuable’ medium of exchange.


    Intrinsic value: Utility vs. labour


    Gold fetishists frequently reject what I’ve just said, absolutely convinced that the metal is the ideal form of money because it is scarce whilst having intrinsic value. It sounds superficially plausible, but think about this question: What really happens if something is an intrinsic store of value and is scarce at the same time?


    Let’s say rare earth metals for example. Rare earth metals are very scarce, and they are very useful in modern high tech electronics. Does that make them the ideal candidate for being the ultimate form of money? While it’s true that they hold value, it’s also likely that they would soon disappear out of circulation to be used in the things that we normally use them for, like mobile phone parts. The problem about a scarce commodity that is also very useful is that it generally won’t circulate like a currency because people consume it.


    Gold doesn’t suffer from this problem because historically it’s not actually been that useful, which is why it can sit in vaults for so long without being sold off for industrial usage. Bitcoin is a more recent example of this, a mystified electronic token that you cannot do anything with in itself, thereby making it strangely useful as a potential means of exchange.


    Where gold does differ from fiat currency is in the fact that gold requires labour to create (mining). This does give it a psychological edge in maintaining the appearance of holding value in itself (‘We wouldn’t be mining this if it wasn’t valuable would we?’). Labour implies scarcity, in that you don’t have to work for things that are abundant, and scarcity in turn implies potential for exchange value (sunlight might have infinite use value, but no exchange value because it is everywhere and abundant).


    Fiat currency doesn’t seem to require labour to create, and yet does this matter? You might say ‘the British Pound is backed by nothing’, and yet I’m inclined to say ‘Well, nothing apart a network of 63 million people in a productive economy who will accept it, a powerful state, and a banking system with a huge vested interest in keeping it that way. Is it really ‘weaker’ than gold?’


    Exercise No. 3: Exiled from Main Street


    Here’s a thought-experiment to think about when you’re in a confined space with other people, perhaps your office block. Let’s say it’s a medium-sized building, and you are with 49 other people. For the sake of the thought-experiment, imagine that you have access to a large rooftop space, where there is a rooftop gardening system.


    Now let’s imagine that – for whatever reason – all your wallets are taken away as you enter the building, that the doors are then locked, and that the building is then cut off from the outside world. You find yourselves trapped in the space for several months without any access to money.


    The question, then. Has your wealth disappeared?


    Discussion


    What has effectively happened in this situation is that you’ve been exiled from a broader economy, and placed into a much smaller one, consisting of only 50 people and a small set of resources. You thus find yourself in the very situation that many small-scale communities have found themselves in over the course of history.


    In the isolated space of that building, your wealth does not lie in your bank account. In the context of being in the same boat together, your wealth lies in the potential resources available, and in the collective labour and ingenuity that people can bring to bear in obtaining them. Perhaps some people in the building put effort into creating water tanks to capture rain, while others work on the rooftop farm. Some tend to those who are sick, and some create entertaining acts to lighten the mood and improve wellbeing.


    Collective human labour might be required to get all the resources necessary for the society to survive, but human labour is situated in individual people, and thus informal systems of ‘keeping score’ emerge in such a society. I did the cooking, can you do the washing later? This gets called ‘reciprocity’. It’s the idea that, provided you’re able to, you’ll pull your weight over time. And if you don’t, people will start to get pissed off with you and try to exclude you from the communal resources.


    A healthy system of reciprocity tends to both rely upon and create systems of trust (like the way your local pub landlord might allow you to keep an informal tab based on trusting you). If you so wish, though, you can begin to formalise this reciprocity by explicitly writing down people’s obligations on a collective ledger or list, perhaps a central whiteboard in the building.


    Maybe you can even try to quantify the work done, perhaps in terms of hours. I did 5 hours of work on rooftop farming. I thereby claim credit for 5 hours, and it’s written down on the ledger so everyone knows. In essence, that ledger entry is now a claim on the product of the collective labour of the group. My personal ‘wealth’ may come to lie in the recognition that others in the building will pay to that claim, and in their acknowledgement that I ‘own’ it.


    Now imagine taking that claim to 5 hours of the society’s labour, currently written up on the whiteboard, and writing it down instead on a piece of paper that can be passed around, traded and owned.


    Wait a moment, isn’t that just normal paper currency?


    Exercise No. 4: Cracking the commodity illusion of credit money


    Note what just happened in the exercise above. A ledger entry – essentially a claim backed by a community – was turned into an object by being written down on a piece of paper that can be owned, and subsequently traded. Our ability to imagine that social (or perhaps political) claim as an object that can be owned, and our subsequent ability to exchange it for an actual good, allows us to imagine monetary transactions as if it were akin to exchanging two commodities.


    This imagined physicality of money is perhaps what allows people to believe that it is a ‘store of value’. For something to be a store of value it must be physical right? Even the term ‘money’ sounds physical, a noun used to describe an object, rather than a verb used to describe a process. Here’s an exercise to help destabilise that.


    The challenge part 1


    Try to become aware of every time you mention the word ‘money’ in conversation, in thought, in emails, and in general.


    Now, try to not use the word ‘money’ for a few days. Instead, every time you’re about to say it, insert into its place a description of its form. For example, when you hand over coins at a store, ask ‘is this enough little pieces of metal?’, and when you’re paying by card, ask ‘do you accept these electrons, travelling through wires?’ You’ll see the cashiers looking at you strangely, because in some sense you’re breaking a taboo by drawing too much attention to the material form of the money.


    The challenge part 2


    Now move to a description based not on money’s physical manifestation, but rather on what it can achieve. Regardless of your perception of what money is, we know that you can use it to claim goods and services within a certain geographical boundary. You go into a shop, take out a note, and claim a sandwich, and in so doing pass the claim to someone else.


    So try this for a few days. When you see a person driving in a Lamborghini, and you’re about to say ‘that person must have loads of money’, you instead say ‘that person must have loads of claims on goods and services’. When you're borrowing cash from a friend, say, 'hey, do you have some claims on goods and services I can use?' It sounds a bit silly perhaps, but the words are breaking away from the physical form, and instead referencing money to things external to itself. In so doing you are actually pointing out its position in the centre of a socio-economic network.


    Of course, you don’t want to have to say ‘claim on goods and services’ all the time. I rather use the acronym COGAS (‘Claims On Goods And Services’). COGAS-UK is what I use for British Pounds, meaning ‘claims on goods and services within the geographic boundary of the United Kingdom’. It’s a claim I can use to draw on the productive power of the 63 million people who accept it. This might seem like a fairly small action, but naming money differently helps you to become aware of the immense cultural and political system that underpins its value.


    Exercise No. 5: Fractional electronics


    There’s one big elephant that’s left in the room. All the above exercises are aimed at trying to focus in on what money might be to us. This though, is a different question to how money is actually created in modern society. The question ‘how is money created’ is different from the question ‘what is money’, in much in the way that the question ‘how is art created’ is different to ‘what is art’. Monetary reform groups like Positive Money deal with the question of ‘how is money created’ rather than ‘what is it’, and this is a deep political issue. I left this for last because it’s often an issue that distracts people from thinking about the more basic social nature of money, which is required before the creation process can occur.


    This exercise really just involves reflecting on three questions:


    
      	
        What form does the money in your bank account take?

      


      	
        If you were really depositing it into the bank so that they can then lend it out to others, how come it’s still there for you to get?

      


      	
        If the bank suddenly took it away from you, would you have legal recourse against them? (e.g. if you woke up to find that Barclays had eliminated your bank account and the money in it, would you be able to sue them?)

      

    


    Discussion


    The money in your bank account is electronic money, which is to say that it is simply a ledger entry stored in the huge datacentres of commercial banks (imagine huge excel spreadsheets recording account numbers and how much is attributable to each one). They could do the same thing in a giant book if they wanted to – and that is what banks used to do – but electronic ledgers are more efficient, a digital equivalent to the clerks who used to carefully write down how much people deposited, and how much was given out to those who the bank granted loans to.


    Now to the second question. Textbooks often claim that banks take deposits and then lend them out to people, but if that were entirely true then your deposits would not be sitting there waiting for you would they? How is it that you can have access to your money when it’s ostensibly being lent out to others?


    This is where we get into the realm of fractional reserve banking, the process whereby commercial banks take the base money created by the central bank (technically called M0, which includes the physical cash you may carry around) and amplify (or multiply) it by extending credit greater than the initial deposits they're given, thereby creating new money that exists nowhere else except as an entry in their accounting system (technically called M1-M3). Indeed, electronic money does not exist outside of the banks’ IT systems, but it is the main form of money we use in society, claims which can be passed around, but that cannot leave the system.


    Sometimes people are bewildered by the notion that ‘commercial banks create money’. It seems to make it sound like they can create it and destroy it at will. If you have money in a Barclays account though, recorded as a data entry in their IT system, they cannot just take it away from you. It might have originally been created via the process of bank lending, but once it’s released as a legal claim into society, it cannot just be destroyed, any more than an artist can suddenly make an artwork disappear once you’ve got it hanging on your wall. There is a legally-backed reality to the money once its created, and this provides a check against complete surreality of the money supply.


    The fundamental nature of the claim that you now own is precisely what we’ve discussed in the earlier sections – a social claim that has value insofar as people will accept it in exchange for goods and services. This would not be any different if the government or god or your neighbour George was creating the money. The politics of fractional reserve banking sometimes get cast as questions about the fundamental nature of money, but to me they are actually questions about whether letting private banks be primary creators of that money is responsible or fair, whether it will eventually undermine faith in currency, and whether it confers on them too much political power.


    Red pill


    You’re in an electronic money world largely existing in the data centres of commercial banks, and held in place by collective consciousness and power. Whether you think there is anything wrong with that is really dependant on your view of reality. If you truly do believe that money is ‘supposed’ to be gold, and if you truly do believe that only gold has ‘intrinsic’ value, then you’re likely to shit yourself at the prospect of modern money. On the other hand, if you like me see money essentially as having always been a strange, somewhat irrational social contract, your mind should rather move to the political and psychological tradeoffs involved in different forms and creators of money, and the economic distribution effects of different variations on the monetary theme.


    Further reading


    I hope these exercises have been useful, even if you don’t agree with my conclusions. If you want to go further down the rabbit hole, here is some potential further reading.


    My piece Riches Beyond Belief in Aeon Magazine was pretty popular and generated a lively discussion. It explores alternative currencies, and what they reveal about normal currency. If you want to look at how Bitcoin interacts with modern money, and the politics around that, check out my piece, Visions of a Techno-Leviathan: The Politics of the Bitcoin Blockchain, which has also been pretty well received.


    For some serious reading, check out David Graeber’s Debt: The First 5000 Years. It's is on its way to becoming a monetary classic. It’s very good at obliterating classical economic myths of barter as the origin of money, and pointing out the deeply intertwined relationship between money, debt, and money-as-debt. Adam Smith is the founder of the outdated myth of barter that Graeber dismantles, but it’s worth delving into Book 1 of the Wealth of Nations to see his ambiguous treatment of gold as money, at once admitting that it’s a construct whilst trying to simultaneously claim that it actually is a bearer of intrinsic labour value. Another classical take comes from Karl Marx, who carries forward some of Adam Smith’s theories of commodity money in Capital (check out Ch.1), but who gets more sophisticated by pinpointing how the money form is locked into a network of other goods, and elevated by them, taking on a certain mystical status.


    From that point monetary theories have abounded, but I'd recommend trying to read anthropologists and psychologists rather than the bland rationalistic explanations of the mainstream economics profession. Above all though, the real red pill takes the form of undertaking your own explorations of money, exploring its orthodox and unorthodox forms, and cracking the deceptive shell that society cloaks it in.

  


  
    Super-rich face up to income inequality


    Chrystia Freeland


    Eighteen months ago, I published a book called "Plutocrats -- the rise of the new global super-elite and the fall of everyone else". In 2008, when I began my research, a lot of people -- particularly many of the plutocrats I interviewed -- thought I was crazy. I quickly learned that among my subjects it was best to describe my project as a study of the “super-elite” and to leave out the part about “the fall of everyone else”. I was even, and I know this will shock you, dear reader, nearly as much as it distressed me, dis-invited to a few Davos dinner parties!


    It wasn’t just me. Remember the 2012 US presidential election campaign, when Mitt Romney told The Today Show that focusing on income inequality was “about envy. I think it's about class warfare.” When asked if it was ever right to raise issues like wealth distribution, Romney answered, "It's fine to talk about those things in quiet rooms and discussions about tax policy and the like."


    Then my book made it onto the Amazon top ten and the New York Times best-seller lists, and Stephen Colbert invited me on his show to discuss it. I was living in New York at the time, and in America, particularly among the plutocrats, success expiates all sins, so I found myself back on some posh guest lists. But many of the people who were happy enough to serve canapes to a best-selling author still admitted they were puzzled by my choice of subject.


    “I still don’t understand why you wrote about that,” one technology mini-tycoon confided cheerfully, “but I guess it worked.”


    A financier whom I quoted in my book asked why the widening chasm in income and wealth between the 0.1 percent and everyone else was a bad thing. Maybe, he suggested, that is just the way the world works.


    This plutocratic reaction -- ranging from hostility to oblivion -- wasn’t much of a surprise. Social science research has shown that we rationalise political beliefs which support our self-interest. We may think we work out our convictions from first principles, but usually we are using our brains to come up with clever justifications for views that make us personally better off.


    It stands to reason, therefore, that the super-rich, the big beneficiaries of the surge in income inequality, didn’t see much wrong in what was going on. As George Soros, one of the few plutocrats to criticise widening income inequality before it became fashionable, told me at the time, “I am a traitor to my class.”


    What I hadn’t expected is how, in the year and a half since I published “Plutocrats”, the views of the super-elite have undergone a sea-change. Talking about income inequality has gone from one of the seven deadly sins, or at best, a subject for quiet rooms, to the ‘it’ topic among the super-rich.


    In June, Lloyd Blankfein, the CEO of Goldman Sachs, said in an interview with CBS that "too much of the GDP over the last generation has gone to too few of the people." The resulting income inequality, he said, was destabilizing and divisive. “It's a very big issue and something that has to be dealt with." This, from an executive who earned $23 million in 2013, whose company oversees $915 bn in managed assets, and whose firm was, at the height of the 2008 financial crisis described as the “vampire squid” responsible for many of the global economy’s ills.


    Blankfein is certainly a plutocrat, but he is also a Democrat. Income inequality is making it to centre stage even among the Republican super-elite. One example was the annual Miliken conference, held every spring in Los Angeles and organised by Michael Milliken, the junk bond king, turned convicted felon (he spent two years in jail), turned respected philanthropist.


    Miliken and his former colleagues, who are at the heart of the event, tilt right. Yet one panel at this year’s gathering, organised and moderated by Alan Schwarz, also a Republican and the former CEO of Bear Sterns, was about income inequality.


    Most striking of all was a conference on “Inclusive Capitalism” held in the Guild Hall, in the ornate, Georgian heart of the City of London, in May. This was an ur-establishment gathering -- Prince Charles delivered the opening remarks, and the meeting was hosted by Fiona Woolf, Lord Mayor of the City.


    But the participants were sharply critical of the way capitalism is working today. An introductory essay by Paul Polman, the CEO of Uniliver, and Lynn Rothschild, the conference’s organiser, warned that capitalism, “has often proved dysfunctional in important ways. It often encourages shortsightedness, contributes to wide disparities between the rich and the poor, and tolerates the reckless treatment of environmental capital. If these costs cannot be controlled, support for capitalism may disappear.”


    In a keynote speech Christine Lagarde, managing director of the International Monetary Fund, invoked Marx, and approvingly quoted Pope Francis’s warning that increasing income inequality is “the root of social evil.” She called for more progressive income tax systems and greater use of property tax.


    The meeting ended with a dinnertime speech by Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of England. Carney said that income inequality was rising significantly and around the world. As a result, capitalism itself was at risk: “Just as any revolution eats its children, unchecked market fundamentalism can devour the social capital essential for the long-term dynamism of capitalism itself.”


    This is an astonishing turnaround. The plutocrats have gone from quiet rooms to Zuccotti Park in less than two years. What happened, and what does it mean?


    The best explanation comes from another one of my favourite class traitors among the plutocracy, Nick Hanauer. In an essay last month for Politico, Hanauer started by setting out his plutocratic bona fides. He was the first non-family investor in Amazon and himself a serial entrepreneur. As a result, he’s a billionaire, with all of the requisite accessories -- many homes, a private jet, “a very large yacht”.


    But, looking out from this privileged perch, Hanauer has a warning for his fellow 0.01 percenters: “I have a message for my fellow filthy rich, for all of us who live in our gated bubble worlds: Wake up, people. It won’t last. If we don’t do something to fix the glaring inequities in this economy, the pitchforks are going to come for us. No society can sustain this kind of rising inequality. In fact, there is no example in human history where wealth accumulated like this and the pitchforks didn’t eventually come out. You show me a highly unequal society, and I will show you a police state. Or an uprising. There are no counterexamples. None. It’s not if, it’s when.”


    Hanauer admits that not all of the plutocrats are convinced: “I know you fellow .01%ers tend to dismiss this kind of argument; I’ve had many of you tell me to my face I’m completely bonkers. And yes, I know there are many of you who are convinced that because you saw a poor kid with an iPhone that one time, inequality is a fiction.”


    There aren’t too many pitchforks out there -- at least not yet. But one reason the alarm is being raised in august, plutocratic, or at least plutocrat-friendly institutions like Goldman Sachs, the IMF and the Bank of England, is that surging income inequality is increasingly not just an economic fact -- it is becoming a political force.


    That is most apparent in some recent wins on the left. Bill De Blasio became mayor of New York by campaigning on an explicitly anti rising income inequality ticket. His victory was particularly powerful because it challenged the narrative of shining plutocratic metropolitan success set out by his predecessor, Mike Bloomberg. In Ontario, Canada’s largest province, a lesbian grandmother was last month elected premier, despite her party’s considerable political baggage, by running on a platform of investment, to counter her conservative opposition’s pledge of austerity.


    Even more threatening, from the plutocrats’ perspective, have been the political victories of the populist right. The extreme right was the big winner in Europe’s recent parliamentary elections. In the US, a populist conservative critic of crony capitalism defeated Eric Cantor, House Majority Leader.


    These upsets are particularly significant for the 0.01 percent because the moderate conservatives who are being defeated have been the traditional political champions of business. This isn’t the revolution Hanauer warns of, but a political debate dominated by the populist right and income-inequality-focused progressives is one in which business is losing its voice.


    That is why the smartest plutocrats are no longer in denial about rising income inequality and the hollowing out of the middle class. The big question, for the plutocrats, and for the rest of us, is what to do about it. Hanauer offers a win-win scenario. Evoking Henry Ford, who raised the wages of his workers so they could afford his cars, Hanauer argues that if the plutocrats help to shore up the middle class by sharing a bit more of their profits with their workers and with the welfare state they will reap material benefits, as well as social ones. The defensive reason for plutocrats to address rising income inequality is to avoid the pitchforks; the positive one is to support their consumers, and thus, themselves.


    The good news for the plutocrats is that this is 2014, not 1917. Even Thomas Piketty, the author of this century’s Capital, describes himself as a child of 1989, the year Soviet communism collapsed. That’s why there are not, in fact, any pitchforks -- to have a revolution, you need a revolutionary ideology.


    That’s something we can all take comfort from. But what we don’t yet know is if, absent the very real revolutionary threat which motivated the western plutocrats in the 20s, 30s and 40s to go along with the New Deal and the welfare state, today’s super-rich will be far-sighted enough to accommodate the rest of us. For everyone’s sake, let’s hope so.

  


  
    Cash and Reconciliation in Colombia


    Colombia Calling


    Think politically but speak personally says my host. This is a volte face from my previous experiences here in Colombia over eight years. Ordinarily the suits, members of a white upper class, placed in positions on power in vulgar displays of nepotism, keep to themselves and reveal very little. Exclusive clubs modeled after those in Pall Mall represent an ivory tower where entrance is permitted to only those with the correct surnames. But, change is afoot and a prospect for peace is on the table. There is a clear evolution in the vernacular of the elite, has the prospect of peace humanized Colombia’s conflict? Can private industry and the Colombian diaspora club together for efforts in reconciliation?


    “We have been victims of the violence for so long; we know what’s at stake. My older brother was killed by two sicarios on the doorstep of my mother’s house 15 years ago. We all have our own pain and suffering.”


    This is not the type of language employed by those in charge. Yet, here I was, present at a forum for social prosperity and we were hearing out an intensely personal and overwhelmingly private memory. This is it though, Colombians are being asked to reflect on the past 50 years and think about the future but, taking into account the past. As a community leader from a troubled northern city present said: “We are constructing from our memories. Memories for we the victims are incredibly important.”


    Imagine hailing from a country that has more or less known only conflict since 1958. On paper, Colombia can take pride in being the oldest liberal democracy in Latin America and holding regular elections and respecting people’s right to vote. Yet with Colombia ranking 84th out of 140 countries in terms of the fulfillment civil and political rights and a mere 42.5% of those registered to vote actually voting, there is clearly a long way to go before Colombia can truly claim to be a functioning democracy. This worryingly high abstention rate coupled with a law perpetuating the two-party system Colombia, which comes into play when any party failing to win 350,000 votes suffers from their say essentially erased.


    And so Colombians, strive forwards with neither respect nor faith in their political class. There those dreaming of upping sticks and moving abroad, those who dream of a prestigious overseas MBA so as to become the next Gordon Gecko in Bogota and there are those who want to give back, and so, we can see a trend and a shift in attitudes. Altruism is the key. And altruism seems to be the only way right now with small enterprises trying to make a change.


    If you take the average income for a new graduate in Colombia coming in at around US$600 per month and an average rent in a reasonable area of town coming to much the same, how is a young Colombian supposed to contribute? Not to mention become independent and move out of the family home? Part of this pay package will go into a pension fund and another mandatory slice ends up in social security – embroiled in scandal due to the mysterious riverine course this cash takes – and then transport possibly amounting to US$2 per day for the commute, not to mention other expenses there’s no money available for gifting or philanthropic activities. So, the young are disenfranchised, disconnected and frankly in need of a change. Why did so many citizens tumble out in to the streets last year in support of the striking farmers? To keep it simple, Colombians, rural and urban, feel close to the countryside and the agricultural significance of their country. It is land reform and agricultural inequalities that are cited as possible beginnings to the conflict and when you think of the biggest urban centre, Bogota, and were to take a glance in 1940 from what is now the Calle 72 at the heart of the capital’s financial district you could see fields spreading out west along the Avenida Chile. The population by 1940 of the country’s capital city still numbered less than 400,000. In short, all Colombians, in their short history since independence from Spain on July 20 1810, are related to or have forbears and farmer ancestry.


    Reconciliation in Colombia, as we hope to round the corner after some 50 years of civil conflict, is going to be one of the most exasperating themes that civil society is going to have to address. How can we provide demobilized former members of armed groups (from the right and left) a dignified lifestyle free from the stigma of their past? And how can civil society aid this?


    Altruism and a different approach to money in the sense that all sectors of society and perhaps in particular tourism ventures, as one obvious example, are going to have to plan ahead thinking of the best way to create the trickle-down effect of prosperity in the most disastrous and unequal areas. Economic philanthropy has no place here, it has to be a hands on, unpretentious and inclusive sharing of knowledge, ability and intellect. After all, we have seen the damage wrought by fast gains from Colombia’s illicit businesses.


    Make mention of money laundering and the cocaine trade and critics will jump on the bandwagon pointing to Peru as the No.1 producer of coca paste and that the drugs trade only accounted for a tiny percentage of the country’s GDP. I’ll answer thus: the declining importance of cocaine to Colombia's economy is likely due to the fact that Colombia’s GDP is expanding rapidly well alongside falling profits from the drugs trade. The economy grew 5.5 percent in 2011, and 5.1 percent the following year. It doesn't mean that this is a decreased measure of cocaine in the GDP, only that it is better hidden. Dinero rapido y facil hasn’t gone away.


    However, it is evident that Colombia is on the verge of a massive change. Not only has the economy opened up in recent years, allowing swathes of foreign business and investment into virgin territories, but soon, depending on the results of the presidential elections, a political solution to the tired conflict will be decided and the FARC guerrillas may well be welcomed into the political system. Now that the incumbent President Santos is back in power, there is a greater hope for the future. In a country that has experienced so much violence and corruption, democracy is the only way to ensure that the powerful are reigned in and govern for the good of the people. The international community is looking on with increasing interest as the Colombian government negotiates with the force they have labeled terrorists for so many decades. This delicate and fragile moment of Colombian history will have repercussions across the world and the way the opposition parties are treated in this coming election will have tangible impacts on the future for inclusive and democratic politics in the region.


    But first perhaps, Colombians need to take stock of what they already have before they can reconcile and move forwards. Now is the time to pull together as a nation, ask questions of your politicians, demand answers and create a socially responsible country for the future. This requires an evolution in the manner of thinking and behaving, not just looking north with envy, putting aside neighbouring rivalries and concentrating on within. Colombia can do it but Colombians themselves must believe in the possibilities of a future.

  


  
    Tending to Zero: is everything going to be free?


    Dan Griliopoulos


    How can everything be free? It sounds more like a political principle than a law of business, but certain analysts are convinced that most of the things we’re buying will one day cost nothing at all.


    There are two aspects to the concept. The first is that extreme market competition is coming to all sectors, pushed by consumers who can always find the lowest price for a good, and that it’s going to drive the cost-to-consumer of all products down to the marginal cost of production - that is, how much it costs to make one more unit for sale. In digital fields, like software and music, that cost is already zero.


    The second aspect is that the marginal cost of all physical products is also going to reduce to zero. Whilst the first precept is from a technology that’s already mature, this second precept is predicated on the growth of rapid prototyping machines, a technology that’s still in its infancy. Digital music being nearly free (on Spotify, say) is the product of easy access to information (everyone knows music is free on Spotify), so has already happened; but the physical element might be a long way down the line.


    Author Nicholas Lovell is a major backer of the idea. In his recent book, The Curve, he argues that this drive to free is an opportunity for businesses that can adapt to it. He sees offering everything for free as component of a wider pricing strategy - where you differentiate products primarily by the price the consumer is willing to pay for them, not by some inherent value. So you give away your music for free with an honesty box on hand, but allow people to pay for it if they wish, like Radiohead did with their In Rainbows album. You also make (more expensive) physical versions, and even more expensive limited edition versions, where the artificial scarcity increases the perceived value even more, like Trent Reznor did with Ghosts I-IV. And then you tour and sell t-shirts and so on, and produce a myriad of differentiated products which your fans can pick and mix.


    Lovell himself was so enamoured of the concept that he persuaded his publisher, Penguin, to follow the model. He released a free short eBook of the Curve - called Ten Ways to Make Money In A Free World - as well as offering extras like a poster that summarised all the concepts of the book, which could be downloaded for free or bought for £25-100. He also allowed readers to buy premium price goods, including a lunch with him for £300, a pay-what-you-want consultation or talk, and a masterclass with him for £10,000.


    I asked Lovell what the uptake was like. He dodges questions about the uptake of the book itself adroitly, but he can claim to be making money from the experiment. “I sold quite a lot of those speaking gigs; I haven't sold any masterclasses yet.” Not that the latter’s a huge problem for him; taking a hint from Dan Ariely’s experiments with anchoring, he charged £10,000 for a masterclass, to introduce a psychological anchor point so that people have a positively-skewed idea of value for the lower tiers. Apparently, that’s working for him on the mid-priced talks, even if he’s wary of talking about the other offerings.


    Of course, certain industries have already been heavily disrupted by free content. Good quality original writing, photography, art and music are available for free on Amazon, Flickr, DeviantArt and Soundcloud, amongst others. Piracy is another huge source of ‘free’ content.


    Nicholas argues that its still worth producing this content - as long as you have a plan for monetising it. “Never write for free for no purpose; I totally agree with that. But writing for free is absolutely a core part of my strategy. It's not just reputation, but the right to talk to people again. I write on a blog to earn an e-mail address. Or to get a follow-up. Or a Facebook Like. And these are the currencies I trade in.” For him, then, selling at free is financial alchemy, a way to convert the lead of social currency into the gold of hard cash - eventually.


    The root of that idea comes originally from two Wired alumni. Wired Founder Chris Anderson talked of the Long Tail, the effect that infinite virtual shelfspace would have on product sales. This created two groups of winners and one class of losers. The winners were aggregators like iTunes and Amazon who would get lots of stuff to sell to lots of customers, as well as the customers who would get a huge amount of stuff much more cheaply. They both won. But the creators lost out. As Lovell puts it, “The absolute classic example is the Encyclopedia Britannica, which was a 1.6 billion dollar a year business. And then Encarta came along and turned it into a 100 million dollar a year CD-ROM business. And then Wikipedia came along and turned them into a zero dollar a year business.” The excess supply of content is pushing the value to zero.


    So Anderons’s colleague Kevin Kelly, the founding Editor of Wired, posited the idea of 1000 true fans, as a solution. He argued that finding a thousand people who will buy anything you sell is enough for a creator to live on for his entire career, something borne out by the boom in Kickstarter and other social funding operators. In application development (and gambling), these people are called ‘whales’. They may only make up a tiny percentage of any market - but they tend to make up a large percentage of sales by themselves.


    Lovell wants his Curve to be the next step, a way to find customers or fans using free content, then to use them as evangelists and/or move them towards paying for your products. For Lovell, giving something away for nothing is a way of finding those true fans, the whales, the valuable consumers. Once you’ve found them, you keep giving them free content and reminding them of the higher tiers, and hope they keep buying.


    Yet, whilst this works for digital content, all physical content becoming free is more of a leap of faith. With physical products, even if a product’s variable cost is balanced by a profit elsewhere, there still has to be money-making somewhere in that equation, surely? Even 3D printing still requires raw materials and power; and even ignoring the marginal cost, the fixed costs of assets (like the printer itself) still needs to be paid from time to time. Until self-replicating 3D printers that use trash for their material come along, physical objects will still cost more than zero to make. So the moment when 3D printing become as disruptive as the internet is probably still twenty years away - but Lovell does think it will happen.


    “I am very aware of Bill Gate's statement, that we tend to overestimate the impact of technology in the short term and underestimate it entirely in the long term. I think the arrival of the Internet is the most important transition since the Industrial Revolution. 3D printing won't be quite as important to life as the Internet, but we don’t know exactly how.” Why buy a £50 Philippe Starck citrus squeezer from a store, when you can just download the template from the net and print it out at home for pennies?


    As that day is coming, Lovell thinks the key thing now is to find what you can give away for free before your competitors do. In raw materials firms, for example, there’s no way the marginal price of extraction is ever going to drop to zero. Here, Lovell suggests starting an index of the global quality of your raw materials and giving that away for free. “You give away data and insights, so when people think about raw materials, they've heard of and trust your name, so they come to you.”


    It’s the Prisoner’s Dilemma writ large; 'if you don’t reduce your marginal profit to zero or below on the goods you can spread widest, your competitor will.' It’s notable that Amazon, one of the largest firms in the digital world, already seems to be following this model - despite being shareholder-owned, it makes no profits on its core business, instead focussing on growing its audience, and making its profits from selling other products like server time. Google, similarly, gives away huge parts of its business for free, like Gmail, Drive and Chrome, to tie users to its platform, and make money off advertising to them.


    So, no, not everything is going to be free. Many things will be - anything that costs nothing to replicate fundamentally, or any industry that always has new hungry workers joining it. But for things that aren't inherently free or forced free by competitive markets, from Louis Vuitton handbags to the latest iGizmo, businesses are going need to work out what it is that they can give away for free. To find those freeloaders and turn them into superfans. And make consumers richer along the way.

  


  
    Britain’s quest for free tap water


    Danielle Batist


    Quenching our thirst: to tap or not to tap?


    Ever wondered what the fastest growing drinks market in the world is? Bottled water. Britain consumes 3 billion litres of it per year. With an industry worth an estimated £1.7bn a year in the UK alone, it is perhaps unsurprising that a bottle of water retails for 500 to 1000 times the price of tap water. But why do we pay for something that is practically free? Do we drink more bottled water because we’re told it is good for us? Is it healthier, more fashionable, or just more easily available in public? And can we really taste the difference?


    Eight cups, really?


    Let’s start with the official advice on drinking water, regardless of whether it comes from a bottle or tap. The NHS holds on to the good old rule of eight cups per day and points to the European Food Safety Authority, who recommends that women should drink about 1.6 litres of fluid and men 2 litres daily.


    
      If you drink too much you pee it out. If you drink too little you get thirsty and pee less. It's all exquisitely well-controlled in the same way that your intake of oxygen is well-controlled.

    


    However, this popular view is increasingly criticised by doctors, researchers and science busters who believe that we don't need to worry about exactly what that total daily requirement is because our bodies will sort it all out for us. TV doctor Chris van Tulleken told the BBC last year: “The great thing is that […] if you drink too much you pee it out. If you drink too little you get thirsty and pee less. It's all exquisitely well-controlled in the same way that your intake of oxygen is well-controlled. Saying that you should drink more water than your body asks for is like saying that you should consciously breathe more often than you feel like because if a little oxygen is good for you then more must be better.”


    Surrounded by industry-sponsored studies and conflicting advice, it is perhaps no wonder that many of us take the ‘better safe than sorry’ approach by drinking extra water when we can. The question then becomes: should we pay for it?


    ‘Give me tap’ on the go


    Edwin Broni-Mensah doesn’t think so. He was a Maths PhD student with a desire to get a six pack. His fitness regime prescribed him to drink four or five litres of water a day, but he struggled to get it for free when he was out and about. Fast-forward a few years and he has his social enterprise GiveMeTap up and running in over 30 cities, with the biggest presence in Manchester and London.


    The concept is simple: people buy a reusable stainless steel bottle from the online shop and get free tap water at every cafe that signed up to the scheme, without funny looks or the obligation to buy anything. A free mobile app and bright blue window stickers point users to their nearest ‘tap’ point. And for every bottle sold, GiveMeTap promises to provide free water for life to a person in rural Ghana, where both Broni-Mensah’s parents are from.


    
      The people who bring their own reusable bottle generally aren’t the people who buy bottled water anyway

    


    So far, the social entrepreneur has convinced 570 shops and cafes to join the scheme. Initially he was often turned away by cafe owners for fear of losing valuable business, but a growing number now tell him the opposite: that the scheme actually gains them new customers. “The people who bring their own reusable bottle out with them generally aren’t the people who buy bottled water anyway”, says Broni-Mensah. “It doesn’t cannibalise sales but instead brings people into places where they wouldn’t otherwise come.”


    Chains like Pizza Hut and B&Q have come on board, as well as corporates like Deloitte, who bought bottles for their employees and managed to cut the plastic waste in their offices by 20 per cent as a result. GiveMeTap’s bottle sales have jumped from 4,000 in the first two years to 21,000 in the last twelve months, but Broni-Mensah is most proud of the impact he is making abroad. “When people buy a bottle, they help themselves to get water, as well as someone else. Our local NGO partners have just drilled the fifth well at our projects in Ghana. It is not just about water, but about a shared vision of how the world could be.”


    What’s in the water?


    Part of the argument for bottled water is based on claims about the safety of what comes out of the tap. Unsurprisingly, the drinking water industry body Water UK reassures us: “In the UK our drinking water is of the highest standard, at a record level of quality and among the best in the world. We can turn on our taps with the certainty of a safe, clean and refreshing supply.”


    Buckinghamshire City Council conducted its own water survey in 2005, comparing various types of bottled water with tap water in the area. In its conclusion, it states that tap water meets all the safety standards and is ‘purer’ than some bottled water: “Are consumers actually paying considerable sums for WATER when they buy bottled products? OR Are they buying into the image of PURITY? If they are actually buying the latter these results show they should be paying a fraction of these prices for tap water!” (emphasis in original).


    
      In Britain, 10 per cent of the population is currently supplied with fluoridated tap water

    


    But activists’ concerns are not just about what gets filtered out of the water, but also about what gets added in. In March this year, a call for mass fluoridation of tap water made headlines in the UK. The NHS presented a Public Health England study which showed that adding fluoride to tap water promotes dental health in children. It stated that there were 15 per cent fewer five-year-olds and 11 per cent fewer 12-year-olds with tooth decay in fluoridated areas than non-fluoridated areas.


    In Britain, 10 per cent of the population is currently supplied with fluoridated tap water. The British Fluoridation Society has been promoting fluoridation since 1969 as a measure to improve dental health. In its 2012 report it lists the 25 countries where artificial fluoridation of tap water exists, including the UK, USA, Brazil, Chile and Australia. Noticeably, most of Europe does not add fluoride to its water, although no EU country has officially banned it and some countries add fluoride to salt instead.


    Opponents of the practice warn that the effects of long-term fluoride intake can be harmful and are not well-enough researched. The US-based Fluoride Action Network criticises the claim that fluoridation is the reason for decline in tooth decay rates, by arguing that tooth decay rates have decreased in Europe as much as they have in the United States over the past fifty years.


    A matter of taste – the experiment


    When I first moved to the UK, I used to complain about the fact that the tap water had much more of a chloride taste than in my home country of the Netherlands. And in fact, whenever I get Dutch visitors they often say they dislike the tap water here. Just recently, I stayed in a country where the tap water was not drinkable and I was shocked by the amount of plastic bottles I collected in a few weeks. I had a new-found appreciation of tap water when I came back, and decided to put my taste buds to the test.


    For the samples, I walked into a local petrol station en route to home and bought the two different brands of still water available. The first was a 750ml bottle of Buxton Still Natural Mineral Water for £1.15 (or £0.15 per 100ml), which is ‘bottled at source’ by Nestlé. The bottle states: “5,000 years ago this mineral water fell as rain” and pictures a rolling green hill with a sign which reads ‘From the Peak District’.


    The second one was a bottle of 500ml Still Natural Mineral Water from Deli2Go, which is ‘bottled at source’ in Radnor Hills, Wales, costs £0.49 (or almost £0.10 per 100ml) and was placed on the lower shelf.


    I also used a 2 litre bottle of Still Scottish Mountain Water by Sainsbury's for £0.45 (£0.02 per 100ml) that a friend of mine had bought to empty in the sink and fill with vodka ahead of his trip to Glastonbury Festival, where glass is banned. Incidentally, the festival recently announced it wants to cut down on the use of plastic water bottles on the site by offering stainless steel bottles and installing 400 water taps.


    Anyway, back to the test. Five tasters sampled the bottled and tap water from identical glasses. They sampled twice: first at room temperature and the next morning chilled from the fridge. Each time, I asked them to say which one they thought was tap water and which one they liked best. At room temperature, all but one taster could identify the tap water correctly. From the fridge, all tasters picked the right one. When one of the testers mixed up the glasses and let me try, I managed to pick the tap water both times as well.


    More interesting was the preference and quality assumption of the bottled waters. The samples ranged in price from £0.02 to £0.15 per 100ml, and chilled, only one taster chose the most expensive Buxton water as the nicest. At room temperature, three tasters preferred the Buxton one. Interestingly, when I told one of the samplers that “any or none” of the glasses could contain tap water, he identified two glasses as tap: both the actual tap water one and the Deli2Go water, which three of the other samplers had identified as ‘the best’ chilled.


    Although by no means scientific, this little experiment taught me a few things. Yes, I identified the tap water, but especially chilled, I didn’t mind the difference so much. A permanent jug in the fridge will do the job just fine. When on the go without a reusable bottle, I am not tempted by expensive packaging as price difference in my experience doesn’t equal ‘nicer’ tasting bottled water. But ultimately, it is images of mountains of plastic waste that convince me to abandon bottles in favour of the tap where I can.


    
      "We need to have the debate about plastic bottles much the same as we had it about plastic bags"

    


    Banning the bottle


    One day, the choice might be made for us. With only one in five plastic bottles recycled in the UK, some 38 million plastic bottles end up in ever-growing landfills every day. Last month, the UN and others called upon companies to start considering and disclosing their plastic footprint just as they do for carbon, water and forestry.


    Broni-Mensah told me about his recent launch in San Francisco, where the city council voted to ban the sale of most bottled water on city property, in parks and at events. Other cities have launched similar initiatives. The town of Concord in Massachusetts, USA banned the sale of bottled water in units smaller than one litre. “We need to have the debate about plastic bottles much the same as we had it about plastic bags”, says Broni-Mensah. “The reusability movement is only just gaining momentum.”

  


  
    Will community currencies enrich us?


    Danielle Batist


    “I would like to exchange some money, please.” The trader at the indoor market stall doesn’t look surprised in the slightest by my request. “How much would you like?” With a smile, she takes my twenty pound sterling note and counts out my change: “That’s ten, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen and twenty.” I am getting back exactly as many pounds as I gave her. But not just any pounds: these are Bristol Pounds.


    Set up to increase local trade and community connections, local currencies now circulate in Britain and beyond. The New Economics Foundation found that money spent with independent businesses circulates within the local economy up to three times longer than when it is spent with national chains.


    The Bristol Pound launched two years ago, following a South London scheme which had been going in Brixton since 2009. The organisers there had the vision to “encourage people to think about where their money is going and commit to spending a proportion of it locally.” The Brixton Pound started out as cash-only, but has since launched an electronic ‘pay-by-text’ platform where customers can pay traders directly via a simple sms. There are other cities and towns where local currencies already exist, including Lewes and Stroud, with places like Oxford, Exeter and Bath all developing their own versions.


    
      Bristol Pounds are accepted in over 650 local shops and market stalls and can be used to pay service providers like accountants, IT companies and even psychotherapists.

    


    The team behind the Bristol Pound decided to take their scheme a step further when they started in 2012. They teamed up with Bristol Credit Union to offer a Bristol Pound account. Some 1,500 people have signed up as members so far. Once you have registered online, you can pay into the account with a standing order or with any standard bank transfer. The account can be used to pay traders via the TXT2PAY system, similar to the one in Brixton. Account holders can also send money directly to friends with a Bristol Pound account by simply putting their friend’s name in the text message, instead of the trader’s name.


    Bristol Pound’s credit union account can also be used to pay Business Rates to the city council and to buy community shares from energy companies, although the latter works only if the supplier is a local business (and -maybe not surprisingly- Bristol has even more than one of those). Energy bills and council tax may follow in the future. * Bristol Pounds are accepted in over 650 local shops and market stalls and can be used to pay service providers like accountants, IT companies and even psychotherapists.


    The only exception was made for the locally operating but not locally owned bus company First, who accept the Bristol Pound on all their buses in the city. The Bristol Pound team agreed to allow them on to the scheme as a ‘green’ transport service to their members. It is all about getting as many opportunities for people to spend Bristol Pounds as possible, says communications manager Katie Finnegan-Clarke. “Many people use the bus daily, so it is a great incentive for people to spend their Bristol Pounds more regularly than just on the occasional coffee.” Another advantage is the exposure First have given the currency, says Finnegan-Clarke. “All buses now have a big sign next to the driver saying ‘We accept Bristol Pounds’. They get to parts of the city where we do not have traders yet, so we are able to reach many new people this way.”


    Payroll


    Bristol council has backed the scheme from its beginnings. Council workers, as well as other organisations and companies with a payroll system, can now choose to have a percentage of their salary automatically deposited into their Bristol Pound account. And Mayor George Ferguson has been taking his entire salary in Bristol Pounds from the moment he was elected. It is estimated that the city had £3m of free publicity, with TV crews from as far as Australia, China and Russia covering the story.


    
      The printed notes have become somewhat of a collector’s item.

    


    Traders who accept the currency say they gain new customers and positive publicity. Some offer special discounts or promotions to those paying in Bristol Pounds, although this is not a requirement. Joining the scheme is free, but a 1 or 2 per cent transaction fee applies to the digital money transfers.


    In the St. Nicholas Indoor Market in the city centre, the Beast Clothing stall operates as one of the eleven official Cash Points for the local currency. Other exchange bureaux include coffee shops and the Tourist Information Centre. For visitors to the city, the printed notes have become somewhat of a collector’s item. Aware of the fact that many tourists would effectively take notes out of the circulation by sticking them in photo albums or up behind the bar in foreign pubs, Bristol Pound sells special memorabilia gift packs containing the notes and a certificate. About £350,000 Bristol Pounds are currently in circulation.


    
      I am almost sad to part with the beautiful looking notes.

    


    Holiday feeling


    When I, as a visitor to the city, exchange my cash, I do get that holiday feeling of wondering how much I will be likely to spend and therefore how much I should get. With my first coffee at Source Food Hall and Café paid for by Finnegan-Clarke - in Bristol Pounds of course -, I look at my shop directory booklet to see where to cash out. I decide on Bagel Boy for lunch and am almost sad to part with the beautiful looking notes. A big poster on the wall in bold red font reads: “Our City. Our Money.” As I am eating my tuna bagel, I try to spy on the other customers to see what money they use to pay. I see an orange note exchanging hands, and quickly check my wallet to confirm it was the B£10 note. This is fun.


    Graham Woodruff, technical director of Bristol Pound, had explained to me earlier why a digital-only scheme would miss a trick: “The paper Pounds are a great marketing tool for us. When someone pays with them in a shop or bar, it creates a talking point. People love having the notes in their wallets.” Even as a non-Bristolian, I can see the appeal, though I wonder what ultimately draws people to using Bristol Pounds as part of their daily lives.


    Finnegan-Clarke says the currency “means different things to different people”. There are those who follow the environmentalist agenda and want their consumer behaviour to help shorten supply chains. Others follow the nationwide trend to support independent traders and venture away from the big four supermarkets, chain restaurants and bars. There are those mad about all things local, organic, grassroots and artisan. “And some just love Bristol”, Finnegan-Clarke says with a smile. “We have moved beyond just high street loyalty. The Bristol Pound is a fun way for people to discover and support their local community and get involved.”


    Legal status


    Following the rise of local currencies in the past few years, the Bank of England published an article in its Quarterly Bulletin in December last year, to clarify the legal status of local currencies. The Bank does not recognise printed local currencies as banknotes, which is why Bristol refers to its notes as “paper Bristol Pounds” instead. The article states that: “The legal status of a voucher is different from that of a banknote, as vouchers represent a pre-payment for goods or services from a specified supplier (or group of suppliers) and does not legally entitle the holder with the right to redeem the voucher. While local currencies may have more functions than a traditional retail voucher, they do not have the full functionality of a banknote.”


    
      The buying public is drawn in with a 21 Totnes Pound note, which can be obtained for 20 pound sterling.

    


    In May this year, the town of Totnes in Devon re-launched its original own currency, which started back in 2007 with one pound notes only. Now, the buying public is drawn in with a 21 Totnes Pound note which can be obtained for 20 pound sterling. It offers a 5 per cent incentive to support local businesses, a much-needed shot in the arm for local traders, said Totnes Pound group leader John Elford at its launch. “You could think of it as being Totnes' own Quantitative Easing scheme.”


    Nationwide network


    Following the success of their own currency, Bristol Pound are aiming to create a nationwide network of local currencies, using shared technology solutions. With funding from the UK’s innovation agency, the Technology Strategy Board, they have set up a digital ‘franchise’ pilot with Totnes. Woodruff, who is leading the project, says: “The Bristol Pound is showing the potential of electronic local currency to support independent traders and we have been approached by many other towns and cities in the UK and beyond wanting to set up something similar.”


    The pilot will initially focus on the digital aspects of the scheme, including a new ‘click and collect’ service, which aims to offer the convenience of online shopping without stopping people from physically visiting the high street. For the longer term, Woodruff says a collective print system could be on the cards too. “It could be like the Euro, where the notes are standardised, but every place has its own images and text to create its own identity.”


    Ultimately, Bristol Pound wants to create a network where each alternative currency can be spent in any of the cities that take part. It would mean that even small towns could have their own sustainable currency, without being limited by the number of shops in their area. “Some towns are too small to offer all services”, says Woodruff. “They might have to go to the next town to find a certain shop or an accountant. Linking up the schemes would mean people can travel with their values.”


    
      Linking up the schemes would mean people can travel with their values.

    


    Other ways to ‘go local’:


    In addition to local currencies, other schemes are popping up around the county to support all things local.


    Farmlink, for example, is a special initiative offered for free by the Bristol Pound. It does ‘matchmaking’ between independent farmers and city shops and restaurateurs, to try and bring more staple foods and other primary products from the surrounding region into the city.


    In Liverpool, two recent graduates were fed up when they saw the fourth chain supermarket open in their area. In response to Tesco’s Clubcard and Sainsbury’s Nectar Card, they launched Independent Liverpool: a loyalty scheme offering discounts in independent shops. People buy the card online for £10 and get benefits in all participating stores, cafes and restaurants, which are advertised through a mobile app. Offers range from 10 or 20% off the bill to a ‘buy one, get one free’ hot drink. Within the first few months, 5,000 Liverpudlians had bought the card. The scheme has already expanded to Birmingham and is launching in Cardiff, Chester, Leeds, Sheffied and Manchester later this year.


    Councils and civil society organisations in other countries are experimenting with ‘community currencies’. From its base in Netherlands, Qoin provides digital points-systems to local communities, which operate as “a supplement to conventional money” and are meant to “address issues or problems that otherwise would remain unmet in the current money system.”


    The EU-funded Positoos scheme is used as a motivational tool by councils, housing and care institutions to reward ‘good’ behaviour –like volunteering, paying bills on time and helping out in the neighbourbood. Each awarded point is worth 1 cent in the real economy, which citizens can use as credit to buy goods and services from local shops or donate to a chosen local charity.


    
      	Correction: This article was amended on July 7 to reflect the fact the Bristol Pound can not be used to pay council tax and energy bills.

    

  


  
    Your money is no good here Sir


    Danny_Smith


    ­Scratch the dry, reserved, exterior of any English man or woman and underneath is a screaming pagan monster. If you don't believe me, spend five minutes on a Friday night in any largish market town watching the locals fighting, rutting, and howling at the moon. As an island we've basically been invaded and occupied by anyone that could muster up twenty or so men and a few sharp sticks, so with this comes a dual nature: a strong anti-authoritarian streak.


    Take Lewes, a medium-sized Sussex town full of book shops and antique fairs. Every year, against the advice of the local police and council, the seven bonfire societies hold massive parades where they throw fireworks at each other. These end with huge pyres where upon they throw effigies of past popes, local authority figures, and this year’s pop culture villains.


    So it was not surprising to find out that Lewes has its own currency. It launched in 2008 to much media fanfare and flourish as part of the Transition Towns Initiative, it was to cut carbon emissions and deal with the ever growing threat of peak oil by keeping spending local, somehow. Luckily, a friend of mine, Adam, works in Lewes so after an evening drinking cider on Brighton beach I catch a lift into Lewes.


    Stuck behind a big red bus marked 'Uckfield' we giggle like the grown-ups we are and he tells me about the parking meters. Apparently after the local council sold off all the car parks to NCP, on that night, they have to cover or remove all the parking meters from the town because parking meters in Lewes have a propensity for catching alight or just blowing up altogether. Nobody has been caught thus far. As we get out the car I hear hooves, Adam sees my confused look on my face.


    “It’s just the beer delivery cart” he says “they still deliver the beer by horse and cart”


    “The dray men?” I ask, not knowing much about rural life but a hell of a lot about the pub trade. Adam shrugs.


    “He wears a hat and everything.” We turn to see the dray and it’s quite an old woman on a horse wearing a helmet and hi-vis jacket.


    Adam goes to work and I walk down into the centre of town. On the benches outside the sort-of high street’s shops is a lone alfresco drinker, red faced, enjoying a can of Scrumpy Jack, and listening to the radio. The shops seem split: on one side of the bridge is WH Smiths, Argos, and other chain shops, the other are the local ironmongers, cafés, and antique shops. In the middle is the River Ouse, on which you can see the Harveys Brewery. This part of town is smells strongly of hops and not unpleasantly like slightly burnt Horlicks.


    It takes me less than four minutes to reach the end of the shops and hit the residential area so I turn around and try and find somewhere for a cup of tea. My feet carry me past the cafés to a pub that, despite it being close to ten am, has its doors open. I stick my head in and behind the bar is a short lady that looks like she’s in charge. “Are you open?” she doesn’t look up.


    “Well, the door’s open and there’s money in the till,” she says without looking up. I come in and sit at the bar, order a cup of tea and tell her I'm here writing about the Lewes pound. She gives a dismissive pained expression. I ask her if many people use it.


    “A few, I probably change about two to three hundred every six weeks” I do the maths in my head, about £50 a week maximum.


    “That’s not a lot” I say


    “It’s alright,” she says “although it’s a pain getting it changed, and sometimes if the expiry date has gone it’s even more of a pain.”


    “They have an expiry date?”


    “Yes and if its passed you can still change it but you have to fill out forms.”


    She disappears for a while, so I take some notes and drink my tea. The John Harvey Tavern is the pub outlet for the brewery so behind the bar on the back wall is a row of kegs with cold jackets around them, and two tables are encased in giant barrels over on the far wall making booths. Outside is a large car park. When she comes back she hands me some printed sheets about the history of the brewery, the pub, and Lewes in general with a “here you go love”. I gesture at the car park.


    “Do you get busy then?”


    “We get a few day trips and such, plus our regulars” I thanks her for the info and leave the rest of my tea.


    I walk up the hill which is as far as I can make out is the high street. The shops that make up the bulk are mostly independent. A record shop, baby clothes, chemists, all locally owned. It’s nice, a welcome break from my native Birmingham. I at the top of the hill the road forks and in the middle greenish and brass angels reach out from the war monument. Eager to get some of the Lewes currency, I spy the Tourist Information office. Behind the counter one middle aged woman stands straight and smiling while one is busy moving around behind her.


    “Hi,” I say to the strangely erect grinning lady “I’d like to change some money into the Lewes pound.” the lady stops smiling for a second and goes to say something to the busy lady behind her.


    “There’s a leaflet over there,” she says to the smiling lady gesturing to the place where I had already picked up a leaflet. The smiling lady returns.


    “There are leaflets over there” I vaguely wave the one I have in my hand.


    “I was just wondering if I could get any of the currency here.”


    “Ooh I don’t know” the smiling lady smiles again and creeps over to the other lady as if scared to bother her. The other lady starts to say something, gives up and comes directly over to me.


    “We don't sell it, but there's a list of places on the leaflet, you could go to the cheese shop over the road, or they change it in the town hall next door.”


    “Do you get many people ask?” I say.


    “Not really, there were a few when they printed some special Mumford band ones.”


    “Mumford & Sons? Did they play here?”


    “Yes, that’s them”.


    Next door is a set of double doors that lead into a grand looking hall with a brown reception staircase. On the walls are oil paintings of people from the Victorian or Edwardian periods. To the right is a small door that leads to an emulsion yellow and white office and a small waist high desk. I ring the bell and wait.


    I can see movement behind the frosted glass. Opposite is a desk with four or five 'while you were out' memos and what appear to be a small pile of emails that have been printed out and a notebook with the sticker 'fishing licences'. The calendar next to the desk shows this week has bright red crosses through each day. A tall lady in a cardigan comes to the desk and I ask to change some money into the Lewes pound. She looks surprised.


    “We don’t get many people changing it into Lewes money, they're normally changing it back” she say as she roots around the desk for the key to a small safe box.


    Now with five Lewes pounds in my pocket I once again hit the high street and am drawn to one of the small tables of books set outside one of the shops. I find a copy of the Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and a charming 1930's edition of The Picture Of Dorian Grey by Oscar Wilde for only a pound each. Entering the bookshop I'm hit by the wonderful smell of old books a man gets up from the desk out back and I hand him the books.


    “Can I pay with Lewes pounds?” I ask. He looks bemused.


    “I suppose you can” I hand him two pound in the light green notes and he stares at them looking them over.


    “Do you not see many of them?”


    “No, none really,” he carries on looking at them “they bought them in a few years ago.”


    “2008 right?”


    “Yes that’s it, then there was a flurry of them, some people even sold them on eBay”


    As I write this there are two listings for the Lewes pound on ebay.com, a one pound note for £4.99 and a five pound note the top bid of which is £3.95 + pp.


    We both smile at the thought


    “Then nothing, then about eighteen months ago they try and relaunch it,” he says making a show of accepting the money into his till.


    “When was the last time you accepted any Lewes money then?” I ask


    “Eighteen months ago”.


    By this time the sun is by far over the yardarm and thirst has the better of me so I pop over the road to the White Hart Hotel, the plaque on the wall says:


    'THOMAS PAINE 1737 – 1809 HERE EXPOUNDED HIS REVOLUTIONARY POLITICS. THIS INN IS REGARDED AS A CRADLE OF AMERICAN INDEPENDANCE WHICH HE HELPED TO FOUND WITH PEN AND SWORD'


    Thomas Paine lived in Lewes for six years and in that time wrote one of the tracts that would inspire the American Revolution: Common Sense. It was a piece of writing that attacked the monarchy of the time and that probably had nothing at all to do with the fact he was near bankruptcy and faced debtors prison.


    The grand white Tudor building belies a rather empty looking foyer and bar area with threadbare carpets and laminated menus on sticky tables. I wait at the empty bar and order a drink. The barman/porter takes my order with so little communication I'm not sure if English is second language. I offer some of the Lewes pound and he just shakes his head.


    By this point town had started to fill up, chuggers for an animal rescue charity bother people walking by. The age range of the town seems to skew toward the middle age, older men with long grey hair and deep tans like retired surfers, or odd facial hair. Eccentric people. Not the showy strangeness of nearby Brighton where their oddness is strictly performative and for other people to witness, but the comfortable weirdness of people that had made peace with it.


    The dray cart goes past, its driver has a blanket over his legs and wears a tatty bowler hat.


    Later Adam finishes work and brings Sarah, Sarah is a 5 year resident of Lewes and member of the largest bonfire society, Cliffe. I ask her if she or anyone she knows uses the Lewes pound.


    “No, she says, there the only shops that take them are the independent shops, and really the only people to use them are the DFL types”


    “DFL?”


    “Down from London.”


    “But having your own currency seems to be an independent thing to do, people from Lewes seem to be quite anti-authoritarian.”


    “Oh yes and not afraid of making trouble, a local pub, the Lewes arms was bought by Greene King not long ago but Greene King refused to stock Harveys bitter, so everybody organised a boycott. There was a petition and people standing outside explaining the boycott, it got into the local press. In the end Greene King sold the pub.”


    “I suppose because of the infrastructure of the bonfire councils it’s quite easy to organise that sort of thing.”


    “Yes, they're a little competitive but can pull together for good causes.”


    “Exactly, so why doesn’t everybody use the Lewes pound?”


    “Well nobody asked us or got us on board or even explained it properly,” says Sarah “and you can’t use it in most shops, just some of the local ones, and nobody sees the point anyway.” Sarah indicates to the landlord standing nearby '”what do you think of the Lewes pound?” she asks him


    “Can't use it really, it’s a pain in the arse to change, I can't pay the staff or the suppliers in it, and nobody wants it in thier change so it just sits in the till. This from the youngish looking man in avengers T-shirt and shorts who I wouldn’t have picked out as management.


    “One of the banners we have on the march is 'we won't be druv' it means 'we won’t be driven' or told what to do. Nobody knows who Transition Town are or what that even means, they're supposed to be an environmental group but I'm not sure how a local currency helps.


    In an episode of The Simpsons, Homer takes his family to Itchy & Scratchy land, an analogue of Disney World, at the counter he's asked if he wants to buy any Itchy & Scratchy Dollars.


    "What's that?" he asks.


    "It's money made for the park. It works like real money, but it's...fun." the teller tells him, encouraged by the kids he takes $1100 dollars worth. As soon as he enters the park every sign on all the shops tells him they do not accept Itchy & Scratchy dollars.


    When I came to Lewes I wanted to find a local currency that was two fingers to the establishment, a way of exchanging goods and services that didn't rely on the government even if it was in the most symbolic and ineffective way. What I found was a voucher system not that different from high street gift vouchers that nobody but tourists really use. A project implemented by a initiative that nobody really knows or trusts.


    Lewes is a cool place, bristling with pagan desires and quirky British rebellion: so much so when someone tells them to use a different currency they ignore it.

  


  
    Money and Medicine: How financial incentives affect our healthcare system


    Debayan Sinharoy


    Introduction


    “I am a neurosurgeon, the brain is my business”, proclaimed Katrina Firlik, one of the more famous neurosurgeons of our times. In a strange allegorical manner, this is representative of the current state of the healthcare system throughout the world. The entire human body, its mental and physical landscapes, has become the battleground for competing financial interests that drive our medical enterprises. The practice of clinical medicine started out with the objective of providing care to our fellow beings. Medicine, in its Hippocratic youth, was supposed to be driven by ‘agape’, a form of caring love, for the patients. This is not to say that financial and other material rewards didn’t play their roles in incentivising the physicians to provide care but the stress was put on the altruistic urge of the physicians to care for the suffering. We still have a modified version of the Hippocratic Oath that every graduating doctor is supposed to take but as with most other institutions, our healthcare system has also come to be dominated by economic interests. This is not a bad thing in itself and financial incentives have their way of maximising the efficiency of a given system in a short time and are easier to regulate and monitor than other intangible reward systems that might have driven the practice of medicine prior to the advent of money. The problems arise when the financial interests trump our ethical responsibilities or when they conflict with evidence.


    In this article, we will try to untangle this complex interplay of money and medicine. At first, we will attempt to look at various examples of how financial incentives affect clinical decision making. Then we will attempt to understand the varying nature of this dynamic relationship across different countries that adopt fundamentally different models of healthcare. Then we look at how some of the leading modern economic theorists and social commentators of our times connect this with a bigger trend prevalent in our times which they have dubbed as ‘economic imperialism’ or ‘market triumphalism’. Finally, we attempt to suggest a few ways out of this.


    It should be made clear at the onset that this article will be biased towards highlighting the darker aspects of the process of monetisation of the practice of medicine but this is not representative of the entire story. Medicine remains, by and large, a profession that is driven by empathy and altruism. Much like the purpose of clinical medicine, as we do not attempt to find maladies in patients in order to malign them but to cure them, we are here to identify the problems in our healthcare system so we can find better ways to address them.


    Caribbean Resorts, Lap Dances, and Evidence-Based Medicine


    From 2007 to 2009, Victory Pharmaceuticals, a company based in the US, paid physicians in the form of cash, tickets to sporting events and concerts, luxury dinner passes, outings to strip clubs, paid for lap dances for the female employees of a physician’s staff. In response to a whistleblowers’ complaint, the company has agreed to pay $12.2 million to the federal and state governments and has deferred a criminal prosecution agreement. The bribing was done to promote the sale of a few of the company’s pain-killer medications. This problem is not unique or new nor one limited to the USA. Chinese regulatory authorities have accused GlaxoSmithKline of resorting to bribery in the forms of cash and sexual favour to boost the sale of their drugs. Glaxo is alleged to have spent close to £320 million since 2007 as bribes to physicians through various middlemen and travel agencies in China. Glaxo has been charged with similar offences in the US where they sent doctors to lavish resorts to promote one of their antidepressants that helps smokers to quit. Pfizer reached a $2.3 billion settlement in response to charges that it paid for the jet-ferried vacation of five thousand American physicians to luxury resorts in the Caribbean islands. Johnson and Johnson has been accused of bribing Texas Medicaid officials with trips and perks to sell their antipsychotic medication. Similar allegations have come up against almost all the big surgical implants companies in the way they pay up surgeons to promote surgical procedures that require their products.


    Apart from the direct financial incentives, pharmaceutical companies have also resorted to other means to boost the prescription of their products. This requires tapping into or fiddling with the evidence and rationale behind using drugs and surgical products. Doctors are required to attend certain Continuing Medical Education (CME) courses to keep themselves updated with the latest developments in their respective fields. A significant percentage of these CMEs are sponsored by pharmaceutical companies which mean that they are biased heavily towards highlighting the beneficial effects of their products. To top that, the instructors at these courses are usually funded by the companies so that it adds to the bias. At the next level is the problem of ghost-writing. Most physicians attempt to publish a certain number of peer-reviewed articles in a given time-frame to enrich their academic profile and in some cases it is mandatory to be promoted to the next higher position in the job hierarchy. The usual busy schedule of the doctor allows for the pharmaceutical companies to tap into this. They are willing to write the articles in the names of the doctors so long as they agree to publish the results in favour of their products. Even the clinical trials, upon which most of the results of these articles are based upon, are funded by the pharmaceutical companies thereby adding to the problem. The rot runs even deeper. The backbone of clinical practice is the evidence we gather from basic research in biomedical sciences. In the US, almost sixty percent of the biomedical research is funded by the pharmaceutical and device industry compared to almost half that amount being funded by the state. Almost half the researchers associated with basic research in the life sciences are somehow related to these industries and a significant percentage of them receive financial remunerations. These lead to design and reporting biases, results are selectively published in favour of the companies. The companies then use these basic science findings to market their products. Thus we see that the entire field of biomedical sciences is tainted with financial incentives from the level of basic research to the prescription of drugs and election of surgical procedures by doctors.


    In the next section, we attempt to look at how the scenario varies across two countries and how, if at all, the systems in certain countries provide a safeguarding mechanism against this overt monetisation of the practice of Evidence-Based Medicine.


    The US and UK Healthcare Systems: A Comparison


    There’s a meme that’s been doing the rounds over the internet for the last few weeks and it says, “The average hip replacement in the USA costs $40,364. In Spain, it costs $7,371. That means I can literally fly to Spain, live in Madrid for 2 years, learn Spanish, run with the bulls, get trampled, get my hip replaced again, and fly home for less than the cost of a hip replacement in the US.” An MRI scan costs close to a thousand dollars in the US compared to almost a quarter of the cost in most other countries. A survey carried out by the International Federation of Health Plans or IFHP, a global insurance a global insurance trade association that includes more than 100 insurers in 25 countries, showed that of the twenty-three medical procedures and services they studied across different countries, twenty-two cost significantly higher in the United States. An examination of the health statistics of the different nations show that when healthcare expenditure per person is plotted against the life expectancy, USA glaringly stands out as an outlier. USA spends almost double the amount of money on healthcare per person compared to most other developed nations but ranks poorly in most indicators of health. If one were to examine the extreme effects of economic motives influencing the healthcare system of a nation, the US of A would probably provide the best example.


    Various causes have been proposed to explain the poor performance of USA across different markers in health statistics despite the huge expenditure. But if we were to skip aside the debate of the performance, the question remains, why does the US have to spend so much more on the healthcare of its citizens? In a 2003 study published by Anderson et al in the journal HealthAffairs, the authors attribute this to the expensive nature of most procedures and drugs in the US. In the UK and in Canada, the prices of healthcare services are set by the government. In Japan and Germany, the government steps in to set the price when the healthcare provider and the insurer fail to reach an agreement about the cost. These regulatory mechanisms are largely absent in the US. Until the early 1960’s, the US hospitals were mostly charitable organisations barely managing to survive. In 1966, when the Medicare and the Medicaid came into being, the federal funding boosted biomedical research and the technological and scientific advancement started an era of unprecedented growth in the health industry. The Wall Street which had overlooked the healthcare industry previously, suddenly found interest in it. This combined with the general apathy of the US citizenry towards central regulatory mechanisms spiralled the transformation of the healthcare system into a business enterprise. The medical system is particularly vulnerable to exploitation under these circumstances as the normal price regulatory mechanisms of the market do not apply when it comes to providing care to the sick. The patients and their families often fail to negotiate the fair price of a product or service with the caregivers in the face of a grim health crisis resulting in the exorbitant final prices we encountered. Couple this with the aggressive marketing strategies by the pharmaceutical and devices companies and the cost they incur and we can understand why healthcare in the US faces a grim crisis. The recently passed Affordable Care Act (and the Sunshine Act and a few other legislations) addresses a few of these intrinsic problems, by increasing transparency in disclosing the cost of healthcare procedures for example, but the core problems remain and the US is likely to have a higher cost burden in healthcare until some fundamental changes are done.


    At the opposite end of the spectrum is the largely socialised healthcare system of the United Kingdom. The UK spends 9.4% of its GDP on healthcare compared to almost 17.7% in the US, spends about 40% of what the US spends per citizen but performs better than the US across almost all metrics of quality of health of its citizens. The National Health Service or NHS in the UK provides almost all kinds of cares to the patients including preventive services, outpatient and inpatient services, drugs, mental healthcare, palliative services, rehabilitation services, and long-term care. All of this is available for to any person who is ‘ordinarily resident’ of the UK (which basically means everyone except visitors and illegal immigrants) as long as they are paying the taxes. Some outpatient drugs are supposed to be paid for by the patient but there are subsidies for certain groups and the final statistics show that less than 6% of the costs of these are ultimately borne by the patients. About 80% of the healthcare spending in the UK is done by through public healthcare expenditure, almost all the GPs work for the government, and almost every citizen is benefitted through this system. There have been complaints of lack of availability of expensive drugs and medical procedures through the NHS due to the nature of their prohibitive costs, the long waiting time for patients who are to see specialists, and general inefficiency in the hospitals due to the inevitable problems that come with the running of such a huge institution. But all in all, the citizens of UK love their NHS and it is certainly one of the better systems of healthcare that most other countries would benefit from emulating.


    Thus, we encountered two different systems of healthcare that pretty much fall on the opposite ends of the spectrum. The UK healthcare system is more resilient to the process of monetisation while the US system is already coping with a severe form of it. In the next section we aim to analyse the general trend of economisation of most of our enterprises and how that affects our healthcare system and what, if anything, should be done to change it.


    Marketization of Medicine


    An oft-cited study published in the Journal of Applied Psychology was carried out in 2008 by Adam Grant at the University of North Carolina on what motivates people to do their jobs. The study looked at janitors who clean the floors in office buildings and the ones who cleaned the floors in hospitals. The latter group perceived their jobs as being more significant and they were significantly more involved and enthusiastic about their work than their counterparts in offices. Nowhere on their job description were mentioned the patients they were helping and their work-list mainly comprised of simple to-do things but when they were interviewed, most of them mentioned how they were integral in maintaining and caring for the health of the patients and the human element predominated in most of their narratives. This is not surprising. Most of the jobs we do in our lives were originally centred on the purpose of maximising a certain utility function. Medicine, as a profession, is designed to help our fellow beings to get out of their ailments and sufferings. In what has been dubbed as ‘economic imperialism’ by American psychologist Barry Schwartz and ‘market triumphalism’ by Harvard political philosopher Michael Sandel, we have to mediate most of our interactions and jobs through the concept of money. Financial incentives became our panacea to all the problems that limited us from exercising our full potential. But modern evidence shows that financial incentives do not work as linearly as expected. They even turn out to be counter-productive at times. The conflict, in my opinion, arises when the disconnect of the present purpose of a job becomes too high from that of its utility function. The purpose of medicine and our healthcare system is not to generate profitable quarterly statements to be presented to investors who have no stake in the health of the patients. But with the increasing influence of financial incentives in affecting the decisions doctors make as healthcare providers, this is becoming the case. As a result, doctors are vulnerable to the lures of bribing by the pharmaceutical and devices companies and other things. Healthcare is in a crisis because somehow a significant percentage of physicians stopped practising for the right reason, which is to treat patients, and started doing it to achieve other ends.


    Conclusion


    Mark Reid, a physician who posts medical aphorisms on Twitter, recently said this, “If you have lost your faith in the purpose of the practice of medicine, attend a medical school graduation.” The empathetic spirit that lasts one through medical school has to be kept alive throughout the professional lives of physicians. They have to be constantly reminded of the purpose of their jobs. Legislations have proven to be effective but we need to address this problem at a much more fundamental level. Only then will we be able to reconnect the profession of medicine with its raison d'être, helping fellow human beings out of their sufferings. Only then can we fix our healthcare system.

  


  
    The weight of a dollar: The value in human experience


    Eric T. Halvorson


    Let’s talk about money. I know it’s not polite conversation. In fact, many Americans would rather discuss politics or religion before opening their mouths about personal finances. In a study done earlier this year, Wells Fargo found that 44% of Americans name personal finances as the most challenging topic to discuss with others.


    Wells Fargo also found personal finances harder to discuss than personal health. It is even easier for Americans to converse about death—which requires us to recognize our own mortality—than money. Questions about physical health are questions about survival. But money leads to questions of value. To ask how much someone earns, we ask how much they are worth. More than questions about physical health, asking someone about their financial health feels like asking them how much they matter.


    The money taboo is deeply ingrained. When first asking around to find interview contacts, I encountered one extremely resistant response. “I come from a generation that considers talking about money to be rude. So I don’t know how much money my friends or acquaintances have. If I did, I certainly wouldn’t divulge their names to a stranger who wants to interview them about their money. That would violate their privacy as well as my sense of propriety.”


    But nothing becomes hard to talk about by being unimportant. Finances are an intimate part of our story, and whether we deal in dollars, euros, or pounds, money weighs on us. So I asked some people about money. In the past month, I have spoken with a rich man, a formerly homeless man, a middle-class couple struggling to get by, and two retired women. I have also reflected on my own financial situation. These stories do not represent all stories. But they do offer varying perspectives on the ways that our finances weigh on us.


    I met Dave Fortin in his office at Churches United for the Homeless, where he works in Moorhead, Minnesota. Dave is married with two children, has a masters degree in creative writing, and earns $12.75 an hour. He recognizes money is tight. He wonders whether he and his wife Carmel will ever own the home on which they make payments. He knows the vehicles need repair. But worrying about money is not on his to-do list.


    Growing up, Dave’s father was a public school teacher and coach for nearly 30 years, while his mother stayed at home. At the time, working in education was enough to support a comfortable life.


    When asked what kind of financial skills he learned growing up, he said,“‘I don’t have to worry.’ That was an attitude, not a skill.” For better or for worse, money was never a concern. He didn’t learn to save or budget or invest, but he also didn’t learn to stress about finances.


    In college, Dave studied what was interesting, not what would make him rich. Later, when he got his masters, it was a matter of interest and not financial gain. At 48, his relaxed attitude towards money has followed him into adulthood. Though he knows they are scraping by, his response is, in a word, chill.


    Perhaps Dave is at peace because he doesn’t handle the bills and see the money going out; Carmel does that. Perhaps, as he jokes, he is in denial about their circumstances. It could also be that his past struggles with addiction, now a memory he mentioned casually, have left him with a different perspective on what matters.


    “I tend to think of myself as pretty lucky. I’m fortunate to be employed. I don’t hate my job. We seem to be staying above water. We have a strong family.” Like in his college years, Dave focuses on what he wants to be doing, and worries about the money later. When I asked about his fulfillment at work, he said he wished he could be using his writing skills. He didn’t say that he wanted to make a lot more money.


    “Talking about money, it’s actually about what you have. It’s not the money, it’s what it gets you. And we have basically everything we need.” He squints his eyes as if trying to come up with something that they’re lacking, or have had to give up. But in the end, what weighs heavily on Dave is having a home, transportation, food to eat, interests they enjoy, and a strong family. The money weighs less.


    I met with Carmel Froemke, Dave’s wife, in a café in neighboring Fargo, North Dakota. Before we began, she warned me that this would be emotional. Carmel switched jobs a year ago for a better work environment, cutting the family income by about $800 per month. Today, she earns close to $16 per hour helping people in poverty understand the SNAP benefits (or food stamps) available to them. This position provides more satisfaction than it does income.


    “I’m 45 years old, I’m in the middle of my life, I should be someplace where I feel really stable…and I’m not.”


    Carmel feels like she’s done all the right things. At 16, her mother taught her to keep a checkbook, and she has always known that what’s coming in has to exceed what’s going out. She graduated from high school and went to college. She and her husband are free from credit card debt and student loans. But with two kids, a mortgage, and car payments, she doesn’t see any more corners to cut.


    Carmel estimates the couple’s savings at $1,000. They try to put away around $100 a month, but unforeseen or forgotten expenses always prevent their savings from accumulating (while we talked, she made a mental note about license plate tabs, due for renewal in a few days).


    A few years ago, Carmel thought about going to nursing school. She cares deeply about working to help people, and nursing would let her keep doing that. It would probably bring in more money too.


    “Once I started doing some research into how much money that would cost, I saw there’s no way that we could afford to do that. So I kind of feel like I’m stuck.” In some ways, Carmel is trapped between financial necessities and personal vocation.


    “If I were to go work for a for-profit business, I could probably make a lot more money, but I’m not helping people then. And that’s so important to who I am.”


    Despite their financial balancing act, Carmel and Dave are privileged with one important source of security: parents. Through the years, both of their parents have come through for them in many small ways. Grandma and Grandpa on both sides help make sure their two children have what they want, and what they need. According to Dave, they also make sure the family doesn’t miss out on vacations.


    “Vacations we take with Carmel’s folks because they pretty much foot the bill. Vacations other than those have pretty much been out the window,” Dave explained. But it’s more than just vacations. He recognizes the safety-net provided by their parents.


    “Right now they’re buffering our fall in a lot of ways. We would have to be giving up a lot more if we didn’t have that help.”


    Even if I hadn’t noticed Carmel’s tears, I could hear the despair in her voice. She pays the bills in the family. This means that she sees what comes in, and how much goes out. She is grateful for their parents’ support, but also ashamed that two adults in their 40’s need the help. She wonders when the tight-rope walk will end. Their immediate concerns are met: they have a roof over their head and food on the table; they even have retirement plans for the long run; but in the meantime she is exhausted by the financial balancing act, and seems uncertain it can go on.


    “I feel embarrassed. Money doesn’t buy happiness. I know that. But it does make it easier.”


    On his deathbed, Mike Marcil’s grandfather didn’t say he should have worked less. He didn’t mourn over vacations he wished he would have taken. And he didn’t say that he should have had more fun. At 93, Grandpa Max reflected on his life and said:


    “I should have saved more money.”


    Growing up during the Depression, Mike’s grandfather had seen more than his fair share of poverty, and he spent much of the rest of his life ensuring he would never live that way again.


    Today, at 44, Mike is a businessman and entrepreneur living in Fargo, North Dakota. The office where we spoke had a list on the wall of his diverse holdings: a real estate company, a furniture store, an online media company, a restaurant, a bar, and a few others. Mike is a multi-millionaire, owns a private jet, and runs a $50 million per year business. Though he speaks frankly about his wealth, his successes and failures, he is not ostentatious. In the chair across from me, he sported a worn-looking polo shirt and plain khaki shorts.


    When Mike was young, Grandpa Max would teach him about saving and investing. While the rest of his family avoided discussing money, it was all that Mike and Max talked about.


    In high school, Mike was trading stocks, using a credit card, and building up savings. By junior year he was making $30,000 per year as a professional salesman, and had started two companies by the time he collected his diploma.


    While his grandfather taught him the basic financial skills he needed to be successful, it was an uncle who married into a wealthy family that showed Mike what was possible through entrepreneurship.


    “I watched my extended family run businesses, and that gave them access to money, or influence, or experiences.” He points at a picture of a younger Mike meeting President Reagan with his uncle.


    Behind much of his successes, Mike recognizes a drive that he cannot fully control. He has always had a competitive zeal for financial success. When he talks about his relationship with money, you can tell that on the flip side of his ambition is an addiction.


    “I was almost psychotic on trying to achieve wealth and money and enterprise and all that.” He looked for a sense of self-worth in his net worth, expecting money to help build his self-esteem. “Even up to 5, 6, 7 years ago I think a lot of what drove me was trying to prove to people that I was successful; you know, if I didn’t have anything I was a loser. So I was always trying to live up to these self-created expectations that nobody else had for me.” Mike recognizes the addictive nature of his ambition, but he also knows there’s little he can do about it.


    “One of the reasons you see so many really insecure, fucked-up rich people is because one of the things that it takes to drive you to that is you’re never satisfied. A normal, well-adjusted person gets to a certain point of wealth creation and they have different priorities. They travel, take it easy, spend time with family. A person like me never thinks about quitting working; we think about achievement. The difference is the money becomes a scoreboard.”


    Mike has not always been ahead on that scoreboard. He has bankrupted five companies, seen a half billion dollars disappear, and been within a few signatures of declaring personal bankruptcy. But today, with more money than he knows how to spend on himself, having surpassed all reasonable metrics for a successful life, money gives him a different kind of doubt.


    “I actually lied to somebody the other day. They said, ‘what do you do?’ and I just made up a story.” Sometimes Mike longs for a conversation with someone who does not know about his wealth.


    While he has reflected a lot recently on the shadow his money casts on his relationships with others, he has also been thinking about ways to use that power to help other people. More and more, Mike sees his money as a tool for creativity and mentorship. He hopes to empower others through entrepreneurship.


    As we stood up, preparing to go our separate ways, I asked one last question. Where would he see himself without the money he has today?


    He paused.


    “Oh I can’t visualize it.” He searched for a response to a question he had not considered. Maybe he was thinking about his divorce in the past year. He might have been reflecting on the underlying dissatisfaction that is woven through that ambition. Perhaps he was considering his relationships with others whose motives are always in doubt. When he chuckled, his eyes looked resigned.


    “If I didn’t have any money, I would probably be a lot freer, happier person. But I just don’t think it’s who I am. As long as I can breathe, I’m gonna be trying to create something.”


    On a Saturday in June, I drove to Hastings Minnesota, an industrial town about thirty minutes south of Saint Paul, the state capital. There, I spoke with two women who grew up in another time. Jackie Kane and Elaine Zuzek are longtime friends who met in Hastings while each was raising their family. Today, they live a few blocks apart. It was Jackie’s home that I first visited.


    When I arrived at the house where she raised her seven children with her late husband Joe, Jackie seemed uncertain she could help me with a story about money. It’s not something she thinks about often. But when I started asking questions, she gave me a view into another world.


    Jackie was born in 1934 to a large Catholic family in rural Minnesota. Though money was tight, there was a lot for which they didn’t need it. On the farm, they ate many of their vegetables from the garden. Eggs didn’t come from the store; they came from chickens. With leftover eggs, they traded for other groceries at the store. Milk and dairy products came from the cows. Canned food wasn’t something they bought; it was something Jackie’s mother made. Her mother also made a lot of their clothes, and most everything else was hand-me-downs. Meat they would butcher themselves, and then bring to the grocery store, which would keep it for a small price.


    “You just learned that there wasn’t money to be spent on whatever you wanted. But we never went without.” Jackie was never taught about checking, savings, or investments while she was growing up. Instead, her lessons were in self-sufficiency and simplicity. Later, living in town with her own family, Jackie and Joe kept up the practice of butchering their own chickens in the garage, which was more economical (and more fun for the neighborhood children).


    The entertainment was also cheaper when she was young. “You did a lot of things like playing cards,” she remembers. And maybe someone somewhere else was having more fun with more money, but if they were, Jackie didn’t know about it. “I just had a great life. Maybe we didn’t know any better,” she laughs, “but that was a great life. You had your family.”


    Today, Jackie is shocked by the excess with which children grow up. Surrounded by electronics and constantly updating media and entertainment, she thinks it’s scary that kids have to have everything. She remembers playing outside, where kids would find creative ways to amuse themselves. Today, she worries about how much money is spent arranging everything for kids who then don't use their imaginations.


    Later when I drove the few blocks to Elaine’s home and sat down to talk at her dining room table, she had similar observations. Elaine was born in 1937, three years after Jackie. Back then, kids didn’t have as much partly because there was less to ask for.


    “There was a Christmas catalogue and you probably got a doll every year. We weren't exposed to commercials or anything other than that catalogue. Everybody had one small closet, and we didn’t have a lot of clothes.” There was no television, and nothing like a cable bill, internet bill or cell phone bills.


    Jackie and Elaine, grew up when the luxuries were fewer and the necessities cheaper. In fact Elaine, who retired in 1996 from a career as a nurse, paid for nursing school by saving quarters.


    “This was war bond time when I was a child. We could buy savings stamps for 25 cents. Then when you got a bookfull, that would buy you a $25 war bond for maybe $18. And that was what sent me to Gustavus.” Her first semester of college cost $500, and the following two and a half years in a nursing program in the city came out to $300. (For perspective, Gustavus Adolphus College also happens to be my alma mater. My student loan debt is currently over $50,000.)


    Elaine’s worst financial fears came when she confronted her husband Jerry about his alcoholism, telling him to stop drinking or leave. “I was worried if I would be able to support the kids if Jerry left.” With seven children it would have been much harder alone, but he went to treatment and stayed with the family.


    Neither Jackie nor Elaine have ever seen money as a scoreboard the way Mike has. For them it was just one ingredient in the recipe for a comfortable life. I had to coax Jackie to think of something she gave up or lived without. She shrugged and said she would have liked to go to college. But she smiles contentedly. There wasn’t money for it, so she couldn’t have it.


    Though Jackie and Elaine know how to live simply, they are also very lucky. Both of their husbands had good benefits and decent pay, compared to modern compensation for manual labor. Working in a plant at 3M (Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing), Jackie’s husband had a pension that continues to pay out to her as a widow. When Elaine’s husband’s health went into decline (due in part to his asbestos exposure at the factory where he worked), his excellent health insurance was invaluable. After paying for nursing school with quarters, Elaine continued to work as a nurse until 1996, by which time she made $40 per hour.


    Elaine also benefited tremendously from government medical care as a young woman. Not long after her wedding, and before she had started her first nursing job, she spent 4 months in a tuberculosis sanatorium. Today, anyone who received four months of round-the-clock medical care would likely face financial ruin. At the time, such facilities were owned by area counties, and provided free care. She didn’t have to pay a cent.


    Between years of rising wages and good workplace benefits, both Jackie and Elaine enjoy a comfortable life. Elaine’s monthly income in retirement is around $2,800, while Jackie’s comes to about $2,400.


    Both women are content. They have what they need, and have the time and money to travel. Jackie told me that if anything keeps her up at night, it is never money. Her daughter is beginning a struggle with breast cancer, and that is her main worry.


    For my final interview, I returned to Churches United for the Homeless in Moorhead. There, I met Douglas Herman Ludwig, or Bubba, whose story sounds like it came right out of a novel.


    “We were a working hillbilly family.”


    This is how Bubba describes his upbringing on a Kentucky farm in the 1960’s and ’70’s. He had 16 brothers and sisters, with a father away in the Marine Corps and a mother left to run the entire operation herself. To make sure the family business was profitable, they diversified.


    “We sold boot when we first started because you know, Mamma didn’t know how much money she was gonna make,” Bubba told me, explaining the bootlegging business they ran on top of a 24-hour dairy farm with 800 Swiss Jerseys.


    Bubba remembers driving around in a 1959 Cadillac Fleetwood with a 250 gallon tank in the trunk for moonshine. “People would come up to you and give you an empty quart bottle and you’d just fill that up.Twenty bucks.” When the family started running low on food they got creative.


    “Sometimes mamma turn around and go, ‘Well, we’re a little short on meat, so we’re gonna go out to the national forest.’ She’d call the parks department and they’d say, ‘Yeah, you can go ahead. I know you got kids to feed.’ And we’d go deer hunting out of season.”


    Bubba has seen his share of hard times. At the age of 20, he had been in trouble for drunk driving so many times that a judge told him to get out of the state and never drive again. He left home and moved to Venice Beach, Florida where he slept under a bridge and worked on long-line fishing boats.


    When the fishing was good, there were times he made $2,800 weekly. But he still spent years under the bridge, spending the money at bars and restaurants. “I was drinking myself to oblivion and eating myself to diabetes.”


    Bubba has struggled with alcohol for much of his life. It is one reason why today, he is not interested in a lot of money. “Money, you need it, but it’s also a temptation. Especially if you’re a recovering alcoholic. I mean, you have a lot of money and idle time, that’s a problem.”


    In his 54 years, nearly half of them without a permanent home, Bubba has also seen it become more and more difficult for the homeless to find work. “The same people that won’t give you a job because you don’t have an address are the ones who complain about homelessness.” He remembers another time, looking for work at the docks in Florida, when people were not interested in an employee’s address. Now, he laments that day labor is the only place to find work without an address.


    But alcoholism and homelessness are just two parts of his story. Though he hasn’t always had a place to sleep, Bubba has learned the skills and had the experiences of several people combined. He told me about going to the docks and finding work with different boat captains, eating delicious meals prepared by coworkers from Haiti, fooling a crowd of people into buying 600 pounds of frozen fish (in Florida!), and riding a motorcycle from Kentucky to Idaho at the age of 14. It’s hard to get a whole narrative from Bubba because one experience branches into another fascinating tale, and every story is so interesting that you don’t care whether or not he finishes the one you asked about. And through ups and downs, nothing fazes him.


    When a woman asked him to accompany her and her child to Fargo in 2002, so they wouldn’t have to travel alone, he said yes. Just like that, he left Florida and spent two weeks on the road, pouring transmission fluid into an old beater every day until they reached Fargo.


    Recently, Bubba moved into an apartment in Moorhead with the help of Group Residential Housing, a Minnesota state program that supplements living costs for low-income adults. He spends his time volunteering in the kitchen at Churches United, and drawing. Bubba is a talented singer and artist, and most of his earnings come from his drawings. He is also about to celebrate a year of sobriety, after his last drink on July 11, 2013.


    “I am at peace. I’ve had all that money.” He shakes his head, disinterested. “Today I just make money enough to buy groceries, buy some smokes. People tell me all the time how much money I could make from artwork. It’s like, you know what? Not a big deal.”


    These are the stories of six people who spoke to me about their money. The way they spend, earn, and save says a lot about who they are. Our personal financial narratives are not report cards of personal value. Instead, they are records of our priorities, experiences, privileges and skills. Jackie’s experience growing up on the farm is still visible today, written between the lines of her checkbook. She replaces and updates her possessions only when necessary, and lives quite happily without a computer. Mike and Bubba are both highly creative people. Mike builds companies and tries to fill market spaces where there is unmet demand. Bubba can survive and find a job almost anywhere. One is creative with his money, the other is creative without any. Dave could never be rich like Mike. Their priorities are too different, and at the point where their professional ambitions diverge, their finances do as well.


    Sharing our experiences with money can reveal fundamental differences in our priorities, experiences, privileges and skills. It can also help us find similarities. No one should struggle alone in a crowd of people who all share the same fears. No one should go without hearing the wisdom of those who live with less, or the insights of those who live with more. And no one should leave their financial questions unasked.


    During my research, I called someone who talks about money professionally. Keith Burck is a financial planner and investment consultant with Alerus Financial in Fargo. He believes people can benefit simply by making it a priority to discuss finances.


    “There are many people who cannot do this on their own,” he told me. Like the ability to read a book, we’re not born financially literate. “It’s ok to go to the health club and pay someone to help you get in shape,” he points out, but many people never ask for help with their finances.


    Whether we ask or not, our questions are still there. Even if we are silent about our financial struggles and triumphs, they are a part of our story. And so much of what we do on a day-to-day basis stems from how we have learned to interact with money. That’s why we should be more comfortable talking about money. Because I know we are already thinking about it.

  


  
    Bitcoin & the third world: Two billion unbanked


    J.M. Porup


    Roughly half the world's population does not have -- and is unable to get -- a bank account. The unbanked are limited in their ability to rise from poverty. They are forced to engage in small-scale local commerce, and are unable to grow beyond those limitations. This is often by design. In many parts of the world (some would argue all), the oligarchies that run the banks want to keep the masses down, under control, in their place.


    Bitcoin changes all that. Now anyone with a cheap mobile phone can send and receive micro-payments for pennies per transaction. No longer are the unbanked constrained by limitations of distance -- a grandmother knitting in Timbuctu can sell her wares online and receive instant payment from a buyer in London. No middleman. No banks. No painful fees for international transactions.


    Bitcoin is a blessing for the world's poor. By permitting individuals to "be their own bank," the cryptocurrency redistributes economic and political power that, since the rise of fiat currency, has rested almost entirely in the hands of governments and central banks.


    Complaints about fiat currency are Bitcoin proponents's strongest arguments. Unlike silver or gold, which has inherent value--value which the government cannot destroy without debasing the currency with some cheaper metal--fiat currency is backed by no more than the "faith and credit" of the world's government.


    That faith and credit, as we have seen in the twentieth century, is not worth much. Fiat currency has concentrated power into increasingly fewer hands--and that power corrupts. The government's power to print money ("quantitative easing") whenever it happens to be convenient destroys the value of every dollar (or pound sterling, or Euro) in existence. This is worse than debasing silver coinage, because at least pre-debased coins continued to contain the old percentage of silver. "Money-printing" is impossible in a truly decentralized cryptocurrency like Bitcoin, where mathematics and cryptography prevent such an occurrence.


    (As an aside, it is worth noting that Bitcoin is currently having a mild crisis, due to threat of a 51% attack. Mining pool Ghash.io now controls slightly more than 50% of all Bitcoin transactions. Such a scenario makes Bitcoin no longer a truly decentralized cryptocurrency, since in theory Ghash could accept or reject transaction on a whim, or as a result of a government court order. However, moves are afoot to change the Bitcoin code to prevent such large mining pools from existing and threatening the Bitcoin ecosystem.)


    So let's assume Bitcoin evolves to overcome this current challenge. How can poor people making micro-transaction use Bitcoin to improve their lives?


    Well, let's look at a Bitcoin-like monetary system currently in use in East Africa: M-PESA.


    The basics are encouraging: "One study found that in rural Kenyan households that adopted M-PESA, incomes increased by 5-30%," reports The Economist. Indeed, one of the principal motivators for the creation of M-PESA was to make it easy for urban workers to send money home to their families in the country.


    Imagine what would happen if you could do the same thing, only instead of on a domestic scale, on a truly international scale. Every year, half a trillion dollars changes hands around the world in the form of remittances. And agents like Western Union and MoneyGram are taking an average of 9% to 25% of that money, according to Alan Safahi, CEO of ZipZap.


    At this point critics inevitably start talking about "money laundering" and "terrorism," which basically means "We the Corporate Oligarchy Don't Want You to Control Your Own Money." One is rather reminded of the Four Horsemen of the Infocalypse. Political liberty for innocent people requires tolerating a certain amount of undesirable mayhem. A country without a little bit of dirty money or naughty people doing things with bombs would not deserve the monicker "liberty."


    So what kind of liberty does Bitcoin enable?


    Super-cheap international remittances? Check.


    What about plugging the unbanked into the Internet? What about the entrepreneurs who suddenly have access to a global marketplace, access previously denied them by the banks, the government, and the oligarchs (but I repeat myself)? How will they use this newfound liberty?


    Well hopefully, to make money. The Third World is full of hardworking people trying to get ahead, but who through no fault of their own are unable to do so. Plug them into the global economy and watch them innovate themselves, their families, and their countries out of poverty.


    This, in turn, will have a cascading effect on the political organization in their countries (as indeed Bitcoin proponents hope it will have in wealthy countries). Once the banks and the government no longer have a stranglehold on the majority of the population, and money can be sent anywhere in the world without their being able to prevent it, they will find it difficult to impose tyrannical policies.


    Why? At the end of the day, governments exist because the people support them. Oh--and because the people pay taxes. And while the NSA may know--probably does know, in fact--who owns most of the Bitcoins in the world--the same cannot be said of most countries in Africa or South-East Asia. Don't like your government? Don't feel like paying tax? Make a silent protest. Don't tell the government about your Bitcoin. How is anyone going to know?


    And if the government decides it wants to print money for whatever reason (yachts *cough* mansions *cough*), it will find a populace increasingly disinterested in their funky paper fiat money, except perhaps as a last resort when the toilet paper runs out.

  


  
    Why Bitcoin won't triumph


    Jake


    The tech community, like any other, has a tendency to boast of its own achievements, and some its loudest self-congratulation can be heard on the matter of electronic currencies or cryptocurrencies. Bitcoin leads the charge, with extravagant claims being made by libertarian-leaning enthusiasts that it will render the state impotent or even defunct. Some of these people have highly paid positions and own shares in companies such as Google or Facebook, or are dotcom entrepreneurs made good. They have expertise and they have money and they feel their time has come.


    “The revolution has started… Where do you stand?” proclaims Arisebitcoin, a San Francisco campaign group promoting the currency.


    Meanwhile Max Keiser, a booster of cryptocurrencies with his own TV show, launched his own currency, Maxcoin, to the slogan “Bitcoin and Maxcoin will take down the banks.”


    The assessment of the currency in the mainstream media has been more sober, with much concern expressed that it may simply be an investment bubble rather than a real currency. However the notion that bitcoin might undermine the state seeps out even into mainstream media commentary, such as a Bloomberg-hosted article excitedly entitled Bitcoin Really Is an Existential Threat to the Modern Liberal State.


    But a shadow lies over these predictions: the long shadow of the state itself and its outlying institutions, among which we can include corporations. The bigger corporations, and banks in particular, are inextricably intertwined with the state and always have been. What that alliance represents is the existing power settlement, and it is a truly stupendous, globalised settlement, its collective power unrivalled by any empire yet known.


    To give us a clue what a conflict between this establishment and cryptocurrencies might entail, we need to look beyond bitcoin’s boosters and its critics. Then we find that academics, whose positions on the sidelines can help them avoid being caught up in the latest hype, can write a paper with a mild title like: Regulating Cryptocurrencies in the United States: Current Issues and Future Directions.


    Of course it is true that new technologies can have world-changing effects. There is no doubt that the internet will effect social change in the long term. But ‘in the long term’ is a key part of that statement, and being still in the dawn of the internet age we do not yet know which parts of it will be truly revolutionary and which parts may fade into the great archive in the cloud. Even what radical change does arrival may well take time. It is possible to argue that the printing press gave rise to the modern democratic settlement, or at least the English Civil War. But the printing press was invented in 1450, and the earliest dates we can claim for widespread suffrage in Western countries are four hundred years later; even the English revolutionary period was two hundred years later.


    Perhaps technological development and social change have both speeded up since then. But we can also talk about the effects of other technologies we thought would change the world. We can talk, for example, about the era of mass production that flowered in the post-Ford era in Western countries until the 1980s. A common enough prediction in the early to mid twentieth century was that this mass production technology would free us from the world of work. We were meant to be working the three-day week by now. Or even the one-day week. Whatever went wrong?


    The question we need to ask is who determines how technological changes are used? And in the short term at least, the answer is almost always: those who already have power. In the case of mass production technology, the power was in the hands of those who could afford the technology. They had no incentive at all to reduce people’s working time – quite the opposite. Why reducing working time when you can increase production? The power of decision over how the technology impacted our lives was not in the hands of ordinary people, or if it was, we didn’t know how to use it. The factory owners knew how to use their power, and here we are in the twenty-first century still grimly plodding through a five-day week.


    There is a lesson here: the state or the corporations it creates are not a vast, featureless force, against which we can unleash a technological force, such as cryptocurrencies. The current state-corporate complex – of which people working in the tech industries form a part – is a highly adaptive political settlement. It can and does cope with innovation, even innovate itself, whatever its libertarian haters may claim. Furthermore the financial crisis taught us something about this adaptive state: if it has to choose between breaking you and breaking the banks, it will snap you like a twig.


    That makes the state sound like a bully in a barroom brawl. Which is probably unfair, because the state will often only use violence as a last resort. The first resort will be regulation.


    The first attempts are already being made, albeit fumblingly and falteringly – California’s cease and desist letter to the Bitcoin Foundation a particularly glaring example of failure. But the US governmental movement to regulate Bitcoin through the Money Transmission Act continues and officials are making noises that can’t be ignored. One report from the New York Department of Financial Services refers explicitly to unregulated ‘virtual currencies’ as a threat, including as a terrorist threat – in the land of Homeland Security anonymity of transactions is not a desirable trait.


    Fears of the anarchy of anonymity seem to be what drove the government attacks on Mt Gox and Liberty Reserve, though the latter also attracted charges of deliberately ignoring criminal activity. Whatever the exact criminal charges, the thrust of these attacks is clear: cryptocurrency exchanges will not be permitted to process transactions without collecting data on their clients. While work-arounds may appear to combat this, legislation can also appear to combat work-arounds.


    The UK has so far been more tolerant of Bitcoin even than the US but it has stated a position on tax that may turn out to have far-reaching implications. All cryptocurrency transactions are subject to the usual taxes, officials have said. But you can’t tax what isn’t recorded, or if you don’t know who to tax. If the UK decides to pursue this line it could eventually render even the quasi-anonymous cryptocurrencies a form of tax evasion.


    We recently saw rumours that China had banned Bitcoin. These turned out not to be true, but the state had clamped down on banks and payment system providers using the currency. It was only one turn of the screw rather than the final end for Bitcoin in China, but who doubts that the Chinese government has other screws to turn if they wish?


    But there is a reason I have talked more about the US than other governments here. The term for the economic advantage you can gain by being a currency issuer is seigniorage. Every government that issues currency enjoys benefits from seigniorage, but the United States enjoys another level of seigniorage: the dollar is the de facto global currency, and this gives the US certain global economic advantages. One theory about Bush and Blair’s Iraq War was that it was made inevitable when Saddam Hussein said he would sell oil in euros rather than dollars. It is difficult to know how big a factor that really was, yet to many people it did not seem implausible to suggest the US would start multi-billion dollar wars to defend the global supremacy of its currency. Bitcoin? That’s small fry.


    Perhaps governments cannot get rid of Bitcoin entirely in such a multinational internet, but they can render it unfeasible as a medium of exchange – that being the property it needs to solidify to become a functioning currency. One possibility for an aggressive attack on Bitcoin is a 51% attack. Anyone who can contribute over 50% of the computing power in the whole Bitcoin network could choose to cause havoc in the system. The likely result would be total loss of confidence in the currency. More secure currencies may shut down that particular possibility, but the demise of the Silk Road ecommerce site should remind us that supposed ‘security’ can be a fairly flimsy notion in the face of government attention. There are also doubtless multiple ways to achieve a loss of faith in a currency – and like any currency, Bitcoin depends on faith. A series of successful hacks on Bitcoin wallets might be enough to achieve a ‘run on the bank’, and there are both private and public entities who may end up feeling motivated to do that.


    The more likely approach governments might take is to tame Bitcoin, even turn it into something they can use. They can co-opt it and turn it into a shadow of its former self, as managed and as monitored as normal money. As mentioned above, moves have already been made towards this. If any of the major cryptocurrencies suffer a crisis of value or trust – and they will – that could be the signal for the state to jump in as saviour.


    When regulation comes, it will almost certainly be demanded by the financial sector, and the population at large will not oppose it. It is the job of politicians to ease the path of those who already have power by creating narratives that allow them to get their way - particularly if those powerful people work in the financial sector. 'Even among special interests, finance is special,' Paul Starr, Professor of Sociology and Public Affairs at Princeton, reminds us. He goes on: 'According to the Center for Responsive Politics, which tracks political donations, "the financial sector is far and away the largest source of campaign contributions to federal candidates and parties." Thanks in part to federal policy, finance has become the dominant sector of the economy, increasing its share of total domestic profits from 15 percent in the early 1980s to 41 percent in the early 2000s.' This is the environment in which Bitcoin finds itself, not that of a monolithic state crushing the forces of financial enterprise.


    Are there technical problems with regulating Bitcoin? Doubtless. But does the state have difficulty accessing technical expertise? Ask the NSA. If necessary, the state will hire the very people who are currently designing cryptocurrencies and the very people currently promoting them in order to shut the currencies down. Nothing talks like money. And whatever currency you are talking about, the government has more of it than you.


    While the US government is the most likely to move against cryptocurrencies, and most able to act, ‘the government’ here is really shorthand for a vast, globalised network of power that will ultimately decide the fate of Bitcoin. For now cryptocurrencies aren’t bothering people in power enough to do anything about them. If Bitcoin becomes enough of a success to bother them, it will be tamed or shut down shortly after.


    The key point that some of Bitcoin’s fans do not always graps is that economics is, however it may appear, not as much about technical issue as we are led to believe. It is about power. Technology and technical fixes do not usually undermine power, at least in the short term. Rather they must fit into the existing landscape of power. Those who currently have power insist on them doing so.


    I shall finish with a quote from Peter J. Henning, who again phrases things in that mild but authoritative way academics have:


    “The question is not whether there will be greater regulation of firms developing new methods of transmitting payments with nongovernment currencies, but how much regulation they will face.”

  


  
    The Spanish town where people come before profit


    Jen Wilton


    By Liam Barrington-Bush and Jen Wilton


    In the south of Spain, the street is the collective living room. Vibrant sidewalk cafes are interspersed between configurations of two to five lawn chairs where neighbours come together to chat over the day's events late into the night. In mid-June the weather peaks well over 40 degrees Celsius and the smells of fresh seafood waft from kitchens and restaurants as the seasonably-late dining hour begins to approach. The scene is archetypally Spanish, particularly for the Andalusian region to the country's south, where life is lived more in public than in private, when given half a chance.


    Specifically, this imagery above describes Marinaleda. Initially indistinguishable from several of its local counterparts in the Sierra Sur southern mountain range, were it not for a few tell-tale signs. Maybe it's the street names (Ernesto Che Guevara, Solidarity and Salvador Allende Plaza, to name a few); maybe it's the graffiti (hand drawn hammers-and-sickles sit happily alongside encircled A's, oblivious to the differences the two ideologies have shared, even in the country's recent past); maybe it's the two-storey Che head which emblazons the outer wall of the local sports stadium.


    Marinaleda has been called Spain's 'communist utopia,' though the local variation bears little resemblance to the Soviet model most associate with the phrase. Classifications aside, this is a town whose social fabric has been woven from very different economic threads to the rest of the country since the fall of the Franco dictatorship in the mid 1970s. A cooperatively-owned olive oil factory, houses built by and for the community, and a famous looting of a large-scale supermarket, led by the town's charismatic mayor, in which proceeds were donated to food banks, are amongst the steps that have helped position Marinaleda as a beacon of hope.


    As the Spanish economy continues its post-2008 nosedive, unemployment sits at 26 percent nationally, while over half of young people can’t find work. Meanwhile, Marinaleda boasts a modest but steady local employment picture in which most people have at least some work and those that don't have a strong safety net to fall back on.


    But more than its cash economy, Marinaleda has a currency rarely found beyond small-scale activist groups or indigenous communities fighting destructive development projects: the currency of direct action. Rather than rely exclusively on cash to get things done, Marinaleños have put their collective blood, sweat and tears into creating a range of alternative systems in their corner of the world.


    When money hasn't been readily available – probably the only consistent feature since the community set out on this path – Marinaleños have turned to one another to do what needs doing. At times that has meant collectively occupying land owned by the Andalusian aristocracy and putting it to work for the town, at others it has simply meant sharing the burden of litter collection.


    While still operating with some degree of central authority, the local council has devolved power into the hands of those it serves. General assemblies are convened on a regular basis so that townspeople can be involved in decisions that affect their lives. The assemblies also create spaces where people can come together to organise what the community needs through collective action.


    “The best thing they have here in Marinaleda, and you can’t find this in other places, is the [general] assembly,” says long-term civil servant for the Marinaleda council, Manuel Gutierrez Daneri. He continues, “Assembly is a place for people to discuss problems and to find the solutions,” pointing out that even minor crimes are collectively addressed via the assembly, as the town has no police or judicial system since the last local cop retired.


    In his time as mayor, Juan Manuel Sánchez Gordillo has managed to leverage considerable financial support from the state government, a feat which Gutierrez Daneri attributes to the town’s collective track record for direct action. “If you go ahead with all of the people behind you, that is very powerful,” he says.


    As a result, the small town boasts extensive sports facilities and a beautifully-maintained botanical garden, as well as a range of more basic necessities. “For a little village like this, with no more than 2,700 people, we have a lot of facilities,” says Gutierrez Daneri.


    British ex-pat Chris Burke has lived in Marinaleda for several years, and he explains that access to the public swimming pool only costs €3 for the entire summer. Burke recounts Mayor Sánchez Gordillo saying to him, “The whole idea of the place being somewhere good to live is that anyone can afford to enjoy themselves.” Burke adds pragmatically, “You can’t have a utopia without some loss-making facilities.”


    From occupation to cooperation


    In 1979, Sánchez Gordillo was first elected as the town's mayor. He led an extensive campaign to change Marinaleda’s course, which began with hunger strikes and occupying underutilised land.


    Manuel Martin Fernandez has been involved in ‘la lucha’ (the fight) since the beginning. He explains how through the general assembly process the community decided something had to be done to stem the flow of migration from the town. They began a weeks-long occupation of a nearby reservoir to convince the regional government to allocate them enough water to irrigate a tract of land.


    After this proved successful, they then went on to occupy 1,200 hectares of the newly irrigated land, which at that time was owned by an aristocratic family. In 1991, the plot of land was officially expropriated and turned over for local use. “It took 12 years to obtain the land,” Martin Fernandez explains, calling their victory “a conquest.”


    Today, extensive fields of olives, artichokes, beans and peppers form the backbone of the local cash economy. The land is collectively managed by the cooperative El Humoso and a canning facility has been set up on the edge of town. “Our aim was not to create profits, but jobs,” Sánchez Gordillo told British author Dan Hancox, explaining why the town chose to prioritise labour-intensive crops to create more employment for local people.


    Like most agricultural employment, whether in the fields or the factory, work in Marinaleda is both seasonal and varied from year to year. But unlike many small agricultural towns, Marinaleda shares the work amongst those who need it.


    Dolores Valderrama Martin has lived in Marinaleda her entire life and she has worked at the Humoso canning factory for the past 14 years. From the upstairs office she explains that if 200 people are looking for work, but they only need 40 workers, they will bring everyone together. “We gather all of these people who are directly affected,” she says. “We make groups of 30 to 40 people and each group works for two days.”


    While the cooperative is formed of nine separate entities, Valderrama Martin says they collectively decide on important issues like the allocation of work. They may even take the issue to a general assembly for wider input from the town. But she cautions, “When there is no work they are unemployed, like anywhere else.”


    Most of the town decries the relative lack of work, but the wider social security net built on the principles of direct action and mutual aid have meant that unlike other parts of the country, two months’ wages can go a long way to keeping you afloat for the year. At the core of this is the town's approach to housing, which offers one of the clearest examples of how collective effort can fill the void left by a stagnant cash economy.


    The houses that community built


    When many young people think about making their first foray into the housing market, money is inevitably the biggest obstacle. State of the economy aside, a down payment is always a sizeable sum, even in relatively tame markets, and is increasingly unattainable for what has been described as 'the jilted generation.'


    But high on the list of maverick decisions spearheaded by Mayor Sánchez Gordillo, using a combination of state housing subsidy for building materials, free labour for construction and land given by the town, housing has been partly removed from the free market in Marinaleda. Instead, community members come together with architectural plans provided by the council to build a block of houses, with no sense in advance which home will belong to which family.


    The houses – some 350 units in total, with twenty new builds underway at the time of our visit – become part of a housing cooperative. Needless to say, when citizens are only left paying €15 per month for mortgages, this has a massive knock-on impact on work requirements.


    The direct action economy


    While capitalism frames our relationships as a series of self-interested economic transactions, Marinaleda relies on a model of mutual aid, as locals work together to meet shared needs, with far less money circulating. While it can be easy to forget, money is simply a way of facilitating action, which creates an incentive for people to do tasks that they otherwise may not have any interest in doing.


    Direct action, on the other hand, is rooted in common interests and explores the practicalities of what needs doing, based on who is there to do it. Direct action eliminates the consumer-provider divide, making cash an unnecessary intermediary in getting things done, as those who want something done, and those doing it become one-in-the-same.


    While Marinaleda has its flaws, it reminds us that alternative economic models are not only possible, they already exist. A striking piece of graffiti on Marinaleda’s main road depicts a dream-catcher, super-imposed with a hammer and sickle. The accompanying message implores us, ‘Catch your dreams – utopia is possible.’


    Liam tweets as @hackofalltrades and Jen as @guerillagrrl.

  


  
    Announcing wordzleybux, the new virtual, valueless currency for journalists


    Jeremy Blachman


    Are you a writer, tired of getting paid little or no money for your work in the unlimited-free-content-on-the-Internet age we live in?


    We understand. We're writers, too.


    But we couldn't afford the lease payments on our rickshaws. That's why we created Wordzleybux, our brand new virtual currency for journalists. Are Wordzleybux worth anything? No. But can you pretend they are? Absolutely.


    And will this eventually lead to a population of homeless journalists who can't afford to pursue their craft-- and thus a world without credible and reliable primary sources for the entire Internet to piggyback on?


    Maybe, but that's someone else's problem. We just need to eat.


    So, now, instead of telling your friends you're getting paid a dollar for every ten thousand clicks, or 4% of the non-existent online ad revenue generated by your piece, or a fraction of a penny for everyone who likes your post on Facebook, you can tell them you're earning 10,000 Wordzleybux. And doesn't that sound like a lot?


    You can even say you're earning a million Wordzleybux, if you think they'll believe it.


    How does this provide us any more actual, real cash we can use to keep ourselves pretending we're still in the middle class than we were able to earn writing blog posts in exchange for the promise of future stock options if the Wordpress site we were writing for ever magically became the kind of thing that people buy stock in?


    That's a good question! How about this revenue model-- we can send you actual Wordzleybux bills -- printed on recycled pages of self-published novels that never earned their authors back the money it cost to buy an ISBN number -- and Wordzleybux coins -- minted from old computers that some of your fellow writers couldn't even take as tax deductions because they never earned a profit from their work. Will anyone pay us for that? Maybe? Please? If we ask nicely enough?


    Look, you want to get in on the ground floor here-- Wordzleybux are nothing like micropayments, which couldn't even find a name that didn't make them sound as embarrassingly small and inconsequential as they usually are. And they're nothing like paywalls, which rarely provide enough pay to fix a wall, like the one you keep punching your fist through when yet another website says they've cut their freelance budget and now instead of fifty cents a word, they can pay you fifty cents. And a $5 Starbucks gift card over the holidays. Maybe.


    And Wordzleybux are nothing like Bitcoins, which have a fluctuating value and the risk of being stolen from your online wallet. Instead, Wordzleybux are always worth nothing, and no one would ever want to steal them -- just like no one wants to steal your journalism degree, and no one wants to steal your full-time blogging gig, where you write thirty-two posts a day, aren't allowed to sleep, and only get paid if more than eight billion people worldwide read your work.


    So please pay us to send you some.


    What's that? There are only seven billion people on the planet? Are you sure? Because I saw that on Wikipedia, and you can't believe anything written on there because the writers don't even get paid. Who would bother spending the time to ensure accuracy when they're not even getting paid? What kind of person does work -- real work -- and doesn't even get paid?


    Oh, wait. All of us. But not anymore. Not us, if you take advantage of this limited-time offer to get three physical Wordzleybux non-refundable, valueless paper certificates for the price of four. And not you, if you can somehow convince yourself that Wordzleybux have value. (It can't be that hard-- you've already convinced yourself that tweeting has value, so you can't be all that hard to influence.)


    Will Wordzleybux help give your writing exposure to new audiences, just like the folks at your friendly neighborhood blog promise their site will? Of course. Wordzleybux are worth their weight in exposure. (Recall that Wordzleybux weigh nothing.)


    Will Wordzleybux help pay for meals to keep you alive (and writing, goddamit -- there's a backlog of cat videos just waiting for you to link to them)? Not really, but if you'd like us to send you some raisins, I think there are a few stuck on the bottom of the messenger bags we bought when we thought we were going to be travel writers, hunting the globe for the next big adventure, until we found out that travel writers make even less money than music bloggers. And music bloggers make the same amount of money as the bugs that are nibbling on the raisins, deep in the back of the closet... where aside from storing our clothes, we also live.


    Will Wordzleybux help you afford health insurance? Maybe -- if you'd like to be treated by our in-house health writer, who links to health-related stories from around the web, and has absolutely no medical training (but she's working on a book of poetry!).


    Will Wordzleybux pay your rent? Actually, we will, as long as you live here at Wordzleybux headquarters. There's a desk with your name on it, and also a stack of papers, each with a specific topic, commissioned by our client partners at a nearby content mill -- we need a 200-word blog post about each of them by the end of the week or your bathroom access will be terminated.


    But don't worry, we'll pay you for your work, of course. Thirty-five million Wordzleybux. On their way into your virtual account, 6-8 weeks after we process your invoice. Do we have a sample invoice form? No. How often do we process invoices? Never. But will we apologize and keep telling you it's happening soon every fourth time you e-mail us? Definitely.


    How about this? We'll pay you after you pay us. Or we won't. Just pay us. Come on, isn't something we do worth some amount of money to someone? No? We should have gone to medical school? Shoot.


    Wordzleybux: the currency of the future, if the future involves journalists just finally giving up and realizing no one is ever going to solve the economics of online content. For sale now on a blog near you.

  


  
    Microfinance: a very costly myth


    Joe Turnbull


    In the 1970s economist Muhammed Yunus lent a little over $120 to a handful of poor women in a small village in Bangladesh. It enabled them to kickstart their own businesses, earning enough money to ameliorate the grinding poverty they had been in. This early success inspired Yunus to set up the Grameen (village) Bank in 1983 so that he could lend money to thousands more poor people in Bangladesh, offering them a route out of poverty, and the modern concept of microfinance was born. Today, Grameen Bank has assets equalling nearly a billion pounds and the bank, along with Yunus, was in 2006 awarded the Nobel Peace Prize "for their efforts through microcredit to create economic and social development from below". Microfinance and microcredit have been heralded by many in the international community as the most viable solution to poverty with Yunus himself proclaiming that poverty would be eradicated by 2030.


    Yunus's initiatives struck a chord in Washington, with influential figures such as Bill and Hilary Clinton endorsing it. And why shouldn't they? Those early success stories seemed to prove the underlying narrative of capitalism; the discourse that anyone can make it if they help themselves and work hard. That irresistible tale of rags to riches. Not only that, the achievements of microfinance were a perfect example of the market solving the problems of development and poverty, a fundamental tenet of the neoliberal paradigm that was taking hold in the 1970s.


    Of course, all this seemed to conveniently ignore the other irrefutable law of neoliberalism, that profit comes before everything. The neoliberal order was only too happy to endorse the idea of microfinance because it offered a golden opportunity to make vast profits from previously unreachable markets, whilst at the same time providing the feel-good factor that it was helping tackle poverty. The Grameen model was taken and had Wall Street principles applied – high-paid executives and bonus culture as a means of making microfinance institutions 'more efficient'. With this transformation, the social development side of microfinance was marginalised in favour of commercial viability, and the goal of poverty reduction became little more than a positive PR campaign.


    It's been nearly four decades since the inception of microfinance and microcredit and the industry has ballooned, with over 100 million people now using microloans and over 7,000 organisations offering microfinance services. But in that time there is still little to no evidence that microloans have had a significant impact on poverty. In fact, there is a growing belief that microfinance – and microcredit in particular – is actually making things worse. "The fear is that significant financial flows are flowing out of the poorest communities," says Milford Bateman, former fellow of the Overseas Development Institute, "rather than being retained and recycled within them to underpin productive investment as the precursor to an escape from poverty".


    It's not really hard to see why. Debt and credit are two sides of the same coin, and it seems that far from being used to set up thriving businesses, microloans are often being used for "consumption smoothing" i.e. helping to pay for essentials or emergencies. In the case of using microcredit to cover an emergency, a second – even higher interest – loan from a local loan shark is often needed to cover the repayments, causing a dangerous spiral of debt which leads to destitution and the selling of belongings.


    Even in cases where the loans are used to start businesses, repayments generally have to start being made within just seven days of the loan being taken out. What successful business do you know that has started turning a profit so quickly? By virtue of their poverty, the receivers of microloans are high-risk clients for banks, and as such, interest rates reflect this. Global interest rate averages for loans from normal banks, especially in developed nations, are around the 13% mark. For microloans, interest averages 35% globally, with rates as high as 125% in Mexico. Professor of Economics at Cambridge University, Ha-Joon Chang says "they'll never get out of poverty because when you have to pay 30, 40, 50, sometimes 100% interest rate, what business makes that kind of profit?" According to a study carried out in the Indian State of Tamil Nadu, 99% of microenterprises set up with microloans in the region had failed within three years.


    Because the borrowers of microloans have few assets, and rarely have history of credit, banks stipulate that borrowers come together in a collective, the group provides the bank with collateral. If one member defaults, the other members of the group have to pay their instalment for them. Microloans often also come with the stipulation that the borrower holds their savings with the lending bank, effectively giving large companies complete control over the finances of impoverished communities. The system is very effective, because in addition to the threat of losing their belongings, a defaulter is also subject to immense pressure to pay their debts by the rest of the community who might otherwise have to pick up the slack, or face losing their savings. Rather than increasing cooperation between the members of the community, this leads to a climate of fear and distrust.


    Aside from the fact that microloans are actually generating substantial profits for big banks, the very notion of microcredit as an alleviator of poverty has some fundamental flaws. In reality, microcredit predominantly provides some short term income opportunities for a lucky few but in the medium to longer term it can be seen as a barrier to sustainable development. The majority of microenterprises set up with microfinance provide simple goods and services within the local community. These goods and services will reflect what is available in the area and as such the more microenterprises that are set up in any one community, the more saturated the market becomes, and supply begins to outstrip demand. This can cause a downward spiral, or 'race to the bottom' with vendors forced to drop prices, in turn wages drop and there is less income to be reinvested in the community.


    The other gaping flaw of microcredit is that it seems to completely disregard economies of scale. With its quintessentially neoliberal focus on the individual producer, the concept of microcredit is seemingly oblivious to the fact that almost every successful modern enterprise or organisation relies on harnessing and coordinating the differing attributes of a large group. The one-person microenterprises fostered by microcredit simply cannot compete in a global marketplace with huge multinationals, and as such, are forced to charge pitifully low prices for their goods and services. Small-scale subsistence farms are actually hugely inefficient and thus microcredit can be seen to be diverting vital funds and resources away from long-term sustainable projects, in poor countries where they are so vitally needed for development.


    Finally, as Thomas Dichter so concisely puts it: "The microcredit paradox is that the poorest people can do little productive with the credit, and the ones who can do the most with it are those who don't really need microcredit, but larger amounts with different (often longer) credit terms."


    Given these glaring fundamental flaws and lack of credible evidence that microfinance actually alleviates poverty on any significant scale, it does really beg the question why it has been heralded as such a poverty panacea? This attitude is epitomised not only by Yunus's Nobel Peace Prize but also by the fact that the UN made 2005 the 'International Year of Microcredit'. The answer, as with so many powerful myths, is down to the fact that the proponents of microfinance, Yunus in particular, tell a very compelling story with inspiring, if isolated, examples. But the exceptions do not prove the rule.


    What's more, not only is the story of microfinance compelling, it works in perfect harmony with the dominant paradigm of neoliberalism, and as such, has lots of influential backers. What we must now do is tell equally convincing stories about more sustainable solutions to global poverty: like a global minimum wage; enshrining workers rights, such as holiday and sick pay; providing low-interest credit to cooperatives that harness collective power and work with, not against, economies of scale; and fostering development that works for the benefit of the poor, not the already wealthy.

  


  
    Can advances in tech and alternative finance democratise wealth?


    Joel Benjamin


    New and emergent forms of finance such as peer to peer lending, crowdfunding and innovative technology based crypto-currencies are erupting across the alternative finance scene, challenging the way we think about money, and threatening the big banks monopoly position as unrivalled 'masters of the universe.'


    Alternative finance has commonly been framed as a way of 'democratising wealth.' Tackling inequality by dis-intermediating the rent-seeking financial sector, and removing the middle-man between the buyer and seller, reducing transaction costs, and leaving more money in citizens back pockets.


    In theory such assessment stacks up, however a closer look at the alternative finance sector and the technological and political structures enabling it reveals many of the same power dynamics we commonly find within mainstream finance.


    As the ‘too big to fail’ banks grew in size, exploiting their monopoly positions in technology and mathematics, they lost sight of their traditional high street lending origins. Banks began to 'game' their own customers, as the gulf between those with and without complex financial knowledge grew ever wider.


    The rise of alternative finance and P2P crypto-currencies such as Bitcoin threatens to disrupt the banking monopoly, but is not the first technological breakthrough to promise democratisation of the means of production or exchange.


    William Morris, a famous 18th century UK-based artist explored similar issues, writing extensively on the opportunities (for reduction in manual labour) and threats posed (to original and creative artwork vs mass production) by the mechanised production of art.


    Morris, as an upper-middle class artist in Victorian England became increasingly frustrated that rampant inequality amongst the working poor meant that common people could not share in his craft. This frustration lead increasingly to political activism, and to the embrace of socialism.


    Unlike the machine-based revolution of the 1800s, the element of the crypto-currency revolution with the real potential to change our everyday lives is the decentralised payment systems, not the currencies themselves.


    Until quite recently, almost all transactions, unless carried out with cash, required a bank or regulated operator to perform the exchange on behalf of customers.


    Financial institutions are utilised as middlemen (known as intermediaries), ensuring the buyer has the necessary funds available, insuring the seller against payment default, and overseeing the security of the transaction.


    One of the problems faced by new “challenger banks” in the UK is that currently, the big 5 high street banks monopolise the payments and clearing platforms, and charge excessively high rents to new entrants.


    The new payment systems adopted by Bitcoin use a decentralised distributed ledger, which operates through a peer-to-peer network and cryptographic protocols, to cut out the middleman. The net result is that the records of all transactions are not held centrally, but rather in a network of computers - which confirm the validity of new transactions using special encoding technology.


    Bitcoin, by far the best known crypto-currency, is both a currency and a payment system. As a currency it’s simply a new medium through which to trade, operating under parameters such as the total number in circulation, the method by which they are created, and fluctuating exchange rate vs major global currencies.


    The extent to which the potential of peer-to-peer lending platforms such as Bitcoin is developed will depend upon the decisions made by governments, legislators and corporate power-brokers, including the major banks.


    As fast as the P2P innovations have been developing, businesses including JPMorgan, Facebook, and Google having signalled their intent to claim their stake of the P2P prize.


    In the network society, distributed social networks hold immense social and economic power, and threaten to disrupt incumbent players. But, there are challenges in store for those who seek to democratise the means of exchange.


    Just as the large banks monopolise the financial space, in the emergent alternative finance scene, most notably in the Bitcoin community, those with technical skills such as in coding and computer science are also at a distinct advantage to those without.


    The initial phase of Bitcoin's development has been characterised by early adopters speculating on the price of Bitcoin. There has been less focus on mainstreaming the use of the new technology, finding practical ways of introducing crypto as a practical technology for the daily use of and personal benefit to, ordinary citizens.


    The result is that much like Wall Street and the City of London – the hegemonic financial centres which alternative finance seeks to disrupt, the Bitcoin community is currently dominated by men, and to the outsider - may appear focused on the attainment of wealth and power, not the horizontal distribution of wealth and technology by democratised means of exchange.


    As financial activist and author Brett Scott noted in his must read post Crypto-Patriarchy: 'The problem of Bitcoin's male domination'


    “It's no secret that the directorships of large FTSE 100 or S&P 500 companies are overwhelmingly dominated by men, and white men at that. This is not just due to random chance, or men's innate brilliance.


    This is due to our society having a lingering, systematic male bias built upon hundreds of years in which men have had the most access to job opportunities, educational opportunities, political rights, and (perhaps most importantly) cultural encouragement to actually seek those positions.


    This has helped men build capital, skills and to normalise the idea that they should dominate those industry sectors that command the highest market values (not to mention government positions and academia).”


    It particularly disturbs me though, when I detect this domination seeping into areas that are supposed to be challenging traditional structures. Such as the Bitcoin community.”


    Rather than disrupting existing structures of financial power, in its current guise, alternative finance appears to be replicating them, exchanging the quant geeks of the investment banks, with coders and tech specialists across the start up scene. Lui Smyth a researcher at UCL conducted a survey of the Bitcoin community and found 95% to be male.


    In Brett Scott’s opinion: “Bitcoin is turning into a covert form of monetary partriarchy. It may define itself against a status quo, but if you're going to challenge one power structure, don't make it at the expense of accepting another. You don't dig big government and big banks? Why then tolerate male domination?”


    Crowdfunding platforms such as kickstarter and indiegogo promise to open up new opportunities for advancing the interests of marginalised social groups, but in reality, are a tool most easily exploited by those with established technical expertise and social networks, providing ready access to the media and to money.


    Without a revolution in education, skills and training and in participatory democracy, advancements in technology and alternative finance will continue to benefit those with knowledge, wealth skills and power, to the detriment of those without.


    Communities in the alternative finance space which seek to challenge the incumbent corporate power-brokers such as the Bitcoin community must be challenged to build inclusivity, diversity and gender balance into their movements.


    Political reform mirrors financial reform – the need for decentralisation.


    Few people in the UK are remotely aware that the UK has the most centralised form of Government in the western world, bar New Zealand.


    But with the Scottish Independence vote looming in September 2014, the extent of Westminster, Whitehall and Treasury control over our everyday lives is becoming increasingly evident.


    Not only does the UK have an unelected head of state (the Queen) and an unelected second chamber (The House of Lords) but UK local authorities, (the most devolved form of Government) also have their strings pulled, and finances controlled from Westminster and Whitehall, to a far greater extent than most developed nations.


    Historically, there are few exceptions to Westminster’s continued central dominance.


    In the 1980’s when Margaret Thatchers Government tried to impose a deeply unpopular “poll tax” - a regressive flat tax on households, my local council Lambeth along with others like Liverpool took the extraordinary step of a refusing to enforce the poll tax, or to set reduced council budgets.


    Lambeth Council paid a high price for its act of political dissent, with council audits imposed, forcing the councillors who voted through the budget abstention to repay lost interest income.


    Official records recently released dating back to the period of the miners strike show that the US and UK Governments’ at the time secretly conspired to prevent local democracy and council ‘republics’ from taking root in the UK.


    Now more than ever, as social, environmental and democratic crises converge, we must find ways of empowering our weakened local institutions, to enable local democratic renewal to challenge a national political narrative utterly captured by centralised corporate and elite interests.


    Local authorities must be freed to promote and advance local community and economic interests, not remain shackled to the pro-corporate agenda of Treasury and Westminster.


    A recent poll for the Local Government Association found 76% of UK respondents trust their local councillor to manage local services, whilst only 9% trust their MP.


    Who is going to deliver this revolution?


    A critical look at our democratic system reveals it is in no better shape with regard to gender balance and diversity than the financial system it seeks to reform.


    A recent poll conducted by the electoral reform society and Mumsnet found that 85% of women say going into politics is not a family-friendly career. 69% would not stand. 78% of those polled are looking for parties to address gender issues in political culture and increase the family-friendly nature of parliament in manifestos.


    At the local government level more than two thirds of local elected representatives are men, and the higher up the tree you go the fewer women there are – almost 90 per cent of Council Leaders are men.


    Local government accounts for almost a quarter of all public spending in the UK – but how and where this money is spent is being decided in town halls, where on average 7 in 10 councillors are male.


    We know that spending cuts at the local level are having a skewed impact on services women rely on. Relative to other areas of public spending - the coalition Government have disproportionately targeted local government for austerity cuts and job losses, where 76% of all council staff are women.


    Alternative finance and the co-operative/ sharing economy


    Technological advancements offer us the tools with which to seek social progress and democratic renewal, but as a society, we must acknowledge that access to those tools is not equally distributed.


    As inequality within developed economies continues to grow, failure to address engrained social privilege or to confront the drivers of financial exclusion threatens to confine the alternative finance movement to a white, male, middle class fad, before it even takes seed.


    We must all take the time to build diversity of experience, background and thought into our movements.


    To help map the path to local democratic and economic renewal, I leave you with 10 Ways to Democratise the Economy from one of the best thinkers on the collaborate economy, Gar Aplerovitz. Ideas which build social and economic capital, and can be easily employed by small local groups.


    As Margaret Mead famously observed: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”

  


  
    Tom Watson: Money, power and the media


    Jon Bounds


    Tom Watson MP is sitting at a desk in Westminster, listening to the first Dexy’s Midnight Runners album. That’s sort of how I picture him a lot of the time: he’ll often start his working day by informing Twitter just what the soundtrack to his parliamentary office is. Squint and you can imagine a vista just somewhere between The Thick of It and teams that meet in caffs — a nexus between the world of Westminster, the real world of West Bromwich and the other real world of the web. The web that Tom has made his home since the days when MPs didn’t get notoriety and ridicule for what they said online but just for being there at all.


    I first met Tom in person in a pub in Birmingham and ended the night later crawling home at around 5am. I’d first spoken to him, of course, online. I estimate that he had seven years as an MP before joining Twitter —then a small enough concern to organise drinks for all those that used it in one city in a small pub in a backstreet rather than, say, the O2. Today we conduct this interview via Twitter and no one bats an eyelid.


    I know where Tom is as it was the first thing I asked. A journalist friend of mine always starts an interview by telling everyone just where it takes place: a device that can help set a tone for the reader. Are we comfortable here or is this a transactional experience? On Twitter, here, I think we are both comfortable. I wait for the DM that tells me when my light turns green.


    Dexy’s first record —a trumpet-strewn impassioned plea for a better, more just, life — is firmly a document of its place and time. The music is dressed in donkey jackets as the band were and the angry cry of Kevin Rowland is that of a smart guy who doesn’t quite know how to change things for the better. Tom Watson is similarly rooted in the Midlands, fiercely intelligent, with the grammar school kid’s chip firmly on his shoulder. He thinks he does know how to change things and when the structures of democracy don’t serve the purpose he’s willing to get mad and hopefully even.


    Sometimes the anger, while endearing him to many who watched him calling education secretary — and part time Pob impersonator —a “miserable pipsqueak of a man”, doesn’t go anywhere useful. At the time he blogged, “I began to make my point about the intolerable way that parents and pupils had been treated. His eyes met mine. Was his top lip really quivering? […] It was like looking at Bambi. So I shot him.”


    We exchange opening bursts of 140 characters and I know Tom must be reaching the last line of track one, side one: “Shut your fucking mouth 'til you know the truth.” Tom is no doubt mouthing along to the words. Everyone does.


    Has Twitter made you a better MP, I ask, or is it a distraction?


    “It's certainly broadened my horizons though sometimes I worry I read fewer books and magazines.”


    Not newspapers you’ll note, Tom has a history with them. Metaphorically spat on and shat on by Rupert Murdoch’s tabloids, including a court decision against The Sun over claims that he was behind a plot to smear members of the Tory party. (Watson won an apology and a ‘substantial sum in damages.’) It seems reasonable that he might not be the mainstream media’s biggest fan.


    We’ve not had the trolling or abuse I’d have expected the interview to incite. I’m glad as I’m rubbish with trolls and hecklers,so I couldn’t help if I’d tried, but Tom claims it doesn’t bother him. And we’ve not yet had the police accusing anyone of threatening Robin Hood airport: thankfully, not living in Yorkshire it doesn’t apply.


    “When I first started blogging it was met with almost universal derision,” he told me. “It's funny but after 13 years [of being in Parliament] I barely notice the snide stuff. It's just the wild world of the 'net, the rough bit of the pub.”


    Mainstream media versus social media sees financial capital and social capital stacking up against each other. As one of the authors of Dial M for Murdoch: News Corporation and The Corruption of Britain, Tom has been in the centre of the push and pull for power —and the centre of the phone hacking trial that he says helped end his marriage. “I've certainly spent more time scrutinising the media than I anticipated in 2001,” he says.


    As a member of the Culture, Media and Sport Committee, he questioned Rupert and James Murdoch and former News of the World editor, Rebekah Brooks, in a committee session in July 2011. Re-questioning James Murdoch that November, Watson was again all over the papers for his likening of Murdoch to a mafia boss.


    “At its heart,” he continues, ”social media allows you to form groups very quickly, with low barriers to entry.” As an example he cites his recent campaign against the something tactics of his nemesis The Sun. “Over 7000 people signed up to notothesun after it was shared on Facebook and Twitter.” It then became a issue for the press and TV: “a classic example of an online debate seeding political arguments to the mainstream media and, frankly, the pedestrian political parties.”


    “The mainstream [media] definitely try to distil social media conversations, sometimes for old agendas. Yet, when you know trust in what's read in papers like The Sun is down to 15% then there's no need to worry much.”


    If the papers aren’t the influence they were there’s still a mainstream channel that does: “I think online will be an important component of the 2015 election campaign but TV will still be the gorilla. And ultimately, if your policies are wrong, it doesn't matter what your online voice sounds like.” And he adds in what might be construed as a dig at Ed Miliband, if he hadn’t already given BBC radio a more direct one, “I don't think the twitter feeds of the party leaders add much to the debate.”


    He’s just about to sign off but then lets slip that he’s seriously thinking of “going out there and setting up my own little campaigning news house to see what can be achieved”. Tom Watson again actively channelling the old order by using a delicious mix of political nous, online and offline networks and an anger that drives him on.


    “We need much better media. More curious, less editorialised, more engaging."


    
      The old order? Burn it down.

    


    Cue the trumpets. I’ll see you all in the front row.


    --


    This interview was conducted at 12pm Tuesday 17th June completely in public on Twitter. You can see the Tweets on Storify

  


  
    How big business bullies its suppliers into lending


    Jon Card


    Late payment is a major problem for freelancers and small firms and it seems to be getting worse. Big businesses are effectively banking with their suppliers’ money - so will government step in?


    For freelancers and small businesses, late payment is an all too common scenario. You hunt down the work, pitch your business, make a deal, fulfil your end of the agreement and fire out the invoice, but then, nothing. Thirty days passes and still no payment. Reminders are sent, conversations had, but still the client hasn’t paid. When the money finally arrives it's weeks, if not months, overdue and the whole episode has left a sour taste in your mouth. Unfortunately, laws designed to tackle late payment are weak and fail to prevent poor practices. Big businesses know this all too well and play the system to its maximum. Late payment is not only unfair and irritating for small businesses, it also weakens the UK economy by hampering business growth. Yet so far, governments have been reluctant to do much about it.


    Late payment has long been an issue, but during the recession it became worse. Research carried out by the payment company BACS showed the tally owed to small business had soared to over £30bn, and that over one million businesses were affected. Yet as those who have been on the receiving end know, there is little remedy for the problem.


    The previous Labour government introduced The Late Payment of Commercial Debt (Interest) Act, which enabled businesses to charge interest on overdue invoices. However, many businesses do not wish to use this rather lawyerly idea for fear of upsetting relationships with clients, who they have often worked hard to obtain. Other ways to collect late payments include filing for County Court Judgments (CCJs), or even a winding up petition, which can force a company to pay up or be shutdown. But these are both nuclear options, which a business would only realistically undertake if they were prepared to forsake a relationship.


    Big businesses have the upper hand, it would appear, and use their muscle when negotiating contracts. "Bigger companies frequently dictate payment terms that are punitive and mean," says Jon Priest, CEO of market research business Spa Thinking. "In effect, these giants are banking with the UK’s SMEs and micro business' money. It’s a serious issue and needs more exposure."


    Darren Fell, managing director of Crunch Accounting, a Brighton-based accountancy firm, is another who feels the bigger companies are lording it over smaller firms. "Late payments are the killer of all small businesses, and often the worst culprits are the biggest corporates." Businesses are calling for stronger legislation, and among the ideas are mandatory payment terms and an ability to privately name and shame companies that abuse their suppliers. So what is the government actually doing?


    Business Minister Michael Fallon appears to be sensitive to the issue, and was even quoted in the Daily Telegraph as "going to war" on late payment. The government also plans to bring into force a Small Business, Enterprise and Employment Act this Parliament. So far, though, it has only said it intends for there to be greater transparency regarding the payment practices of businesses. Instead, the government is urging businesses to sign up to the voluntary Prompt Payment Code (PPC), which stipulates that businesses be paid on time. But the PPC is proving to be of little use, as it provides no sanctions to those who breach its rules, or to those who refuse to sign it. Many big businesses have signed up to the code, but cynics might wonder if this is little more than a ruse to avoid the mandatory measures many firms are calling for. Arnab Dutt, owner of manufacturing company Texane, is scathing of government measures to date. "So far, nothing the government has done in terms of legislation has seriously impacted this disgraceful scenario."


    What should be done about it? One option is to introduce mandatory payment terms for all businesses. However, several business lobby groups oppose such a move. The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) says compulsion wouldn't work. It says that supply chains are, by their nature, international and based on collaboration, and that larger firms might just choose to cut out UK suppliers. The CBI insists on aiming for cultural change, instead. It wants more honesty from businesses about payment terms and has faith in the PPC as a way forward. Meanwhile, the Forum for Private Business (FPB) describes the idea of fixed terms as being "draconian". Both groups argue businesses must be free to negotiate contracts and neither want legislation. Yet entrepreneurs who face late payment are open to ideas which would force clients to pay on time. "It’s so massively unfair that I feel there should be legislative guidelines put in place," says Priest, "something that says for B2B services procured there should be a mandatory payment window linked to how big the client is."


    Another option is for an ombudsman to be created who businesses could approach in private about late payment grievances. After investigation, these businesses could be "named and shamed" and potentially face other penalties, such as being removed from government tendering lists. Indeed, naming and shaming is one tactic which groups such as the FPB are independently undertaking. However, the FPB's 'Hall of Shame', which has included names such as Boots, Monsoon, Accessorize, GlaxoSmithKline, Sainsburys, Debenhams and Mars UK, seems to be turning into a long list of very well-known companies.


    The idea of naming and shaming was also taken up by business secretary Vince Cable. He envisaged a 'TripAdvisor' type model and also said businesses should publish their payment terms. Greater transparency was once again the key, he suggested. However, despite an emphasis on transparency for some time now, the problem appears to be getting worse, not better. After all, even if a business is publicly shamed - so what? Will suppliers suddenly refuse their order, or will the public boycott their goods? The answer is, of course, no. Big businesses will simply put out a statement of intent, make a few tweaks and then carry on as business as usual. The culture of late payment will take some tackling yet.

  


  
    Robin Hood Tax: How banks could fix the economy


    Karl Hodge


    The financial system is broken and campaigning organisation The Robin Hood Tax claim that we can fix it. To be specific, they claim that the banks can fix it - if we make them. A tax on financial transactions could generate billions in income for governments to spend on, in theory, exactly what we want them to spend it on.


    In other words, they want the banks to bail us out of the crisis they created. It’s a beautiful idea, but could it really work?


    The global financial crisis


    We live in a economic and political world shaped by the financial crisis of 2008. The collapse of the US economy in 2007, due to a policy of jam-tomorrow over-lending, caused an earthquake in the global economy, exposing fissures in financial regulation throughout the world. Sub-prime mortgages were the bullet, but the banks pulled the trigger. Caught in a domino crisis of over-lending and overspending, economic growth collapsed in one country after another.


    The UK has been through two periods of recession since then, the first directly triggered by the global financial crisis, the second a response to the coalition government’s austerity policies. We could argue that the growth in the UK that we have now is uneven, concentrated in London and the Home Counties - because it is. But that would be another story.


    Recovery remains sluggish across Europe. Though the UK is no longer in recession, technically, Cyprus, Croatia, Italy and Greece still are. The Netherlands, Spain, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Portugal - and the shared fortunes of the Eurozone only emerged from recession in the first quarter of 2013.


    Crunching numbers


    It’s easy to talk in the abstract about “growth” and “recovery”. But these tiny percentages; 3.1% UK growth in 2014 mean little in comparison with our lived experience of financial inequality. Nearly a million people have used food banks in the last 12 months for example - triple the number in 2012-2013. The NHS is facing a financial shortfall, according to its own director for patients and services, Tim Kelsey


    “We are about to run out of cash in a very serious fashion,” Kelsey recently told a meeting of technology entrepreneurs recently,”Next week NHS England will be publishing a call to action. .. our analysis will disclose that by 2020 there will be a £30bn funding gap in the healthcare system.”


    The result of six years of global hardship in the world’s most developed countries has begun to make economics, once the least compelling of all academic disciplines, interesting again. Thomas Piketty’s post-Marxist peon Capital in the Twenty-First Century has finally drawn an empirical correlation between the concentrated accumulation of personal wealth and sluggish economic growth. It has effectively neutralised the central ideology of Conservative financial policy; the mythical trickle-down effect.


    We are emerging from the longest period of global recession since the Great Depression of the 1930s. And, though we are experiencing a fragile economic growth, it is the poorest who continue to suffer. Are we ready to take more direct measures? Are we willing to redirect some of that wealth for the common good?


    Take from the rich...


    The Robin Hood Tax is a persuasive brand for taxation mechanisms that many countries already have. The campaign proposes the introduction of Financial Transaction Taxes or FTTs. These taxes would not affect day-to-day personal banking, but would rather be aimed at the stock market; the legalised casinos at the heart of our financial system.


    They’re sometimes known as Tobin taxes. Though the description is not entirely accurate, James Tobin is widely accepted to be the first to suggest taxation of banking transactions in 1972 - though his version specifically targeted currency exchange.


    Correctly implemented, FTTs should redistribute wealth from the very top of the hierarchy.


    “The IMF has studied who will end up paying transaction taxes, and has concluded that they would in all likelihood be ‘highly progressive’,” say Robin Hood Tax campaigners, “This means they would fall on the richest institutions and individuals in society, in a similar way to capital gains tax. This is in complete contrast to VAT, which falls disproportionately on the poorest people.”


    In a modern reading, small taxes would be levied on stock market mechanisms like shares, bonds and derivatives - and ideally extended to other transactions. And we really are talking small numbers here. In 2012, France introduced an FTT of 0.2% on shares in companies with a market value over €1 billion. The market did not collapse, share purchasing continued pretty much as it had before and the government raised half a billion euro.


    France’s introduction of an FTT on shares prefigures a wider European drive to introduce a modest tax on shares, bonds and derivatives by January 1st 2016. The proposal suggests taxes of 0.1% on shares and bonds and a smaller tax of 0.01% on derivatives. The initiative could raise £8.4 billion in the UK alone. Money that could be channelled back into the NHS and the welfare system. Money that could even be used to support small business growth and self employment.


    Except that the coalition government government has unequivocally opposed it.


    Osborne's opposition


    With a stunning lack of self-awareness, George Osborne first expressed his opposition to the EU’s financial transaction tax as far back as 2011.


    “There are very considerable practical obstacles to its successful implementation unless you can get every jurisdiction in the world to sign up to it," Osborne told The Telegraph. He then went on to do everything he could to stop other European nations from signing up, mounting a legal challenge through the European Court of Justice. The complaint was thrown out of court in April this year, but Osborne plans to fight on.


    Osborne had previously told the press that he wasn’t opposed to the idea of financial transaction taxes per se. Which is just as well, as some very lucrative FTTs are already enshrined in our own economic policies. Stamp Duty, for example - the tax we pay on transactional documents - is an FTT. Stamp Duty is very profitable for the UK government, bringing in over £3 billion a year - and applies to UK shares over £1000.


    The chancellor’s current argument is that the EU legislation proposed will damage the UK economy. But Osborne was opposed at the beginning of the process and, as a consequence, the UK didn’t take part in designing the European FTT. As the fictional U.S. President Bartlett once said, “Decisions are made by those who show up”.


    The sky is falling


    Osborne has previously and publicly worried that an EU transaction tax would drive business to other markets. It’s the fiscal right’s familiar argument; tax the rich too hard and they’ll run away. Indeed, most of the arguments against FTTs assume a conservative view of where money should end up.


    Writing in Forbes magazine, economist and business writer Tim Worstall suggests that the EU FTT will accrue no additional revenue for the union. The EU’s own figures suggest an expected offset in production of 1.76% - which translates to a loss in taxes from gross domestic product. But this is, at worst, short-term economic rebalancing and, at best, not proven in anything but economic modelling.


    In France, for example, according to data from Reuters, trading in equities actually rose in the first month of the French FTT. By 32.95%. Figures since show a similar, modest upward trend in trading - despite protests that the sky would fall and the French economy would collapse into a vortex.


    Another argument is that the money for taxes always has to come from somewhere and Worstall suggests that, eventually, it would come out of the pockets of workers. But, he writes from the perspective of a Robin Hood Tax taking hold in the USA, where minimum wage law needs more of an overhaul than it does over here. Living wage legislation is essential to counteract any tendency corporations might have to rebalance profit by cutting salaries. Wasn't that one of the main things we learned from the global financial crisis? Corporate enterprise cannot be expected to overseeitself.


    The right legislation


    There is one doubt that remains. While an EU transaction tax or, preferably, global FTTs would redirect a lot of corporate cash back to government, what control do voters have over how the money is spent? The answer under current legislation is, not a great deal.


    The Robin Hood Tax campaign tells us:


    “A tiny tax on the financial sector can generate £20 billion annually in the UK alone. That's enough to protect schools and hospitals. Enough to stop massive cuts across the public sector.”


    And yes - it could, if The Robin Hood Tax campaign has all its suggestions met. Because, this is about more than accruing funding - it must also be about legislating so that those funds are used in a specific way.


    The campaign suggests that a Robin Hood Tax should be distributed to specific causes. In the current campaign manifesto, it's 50% at home, 25% in developing countries and 25% on climate change.


    While the European FTT proposals and even the coalition government’s 2011 bank levy are a start, for these taxes to truly work in favour of the poor they must be joined with legislation that governs their distribution. It must be made clear what these revenues are for.


    There is precedence for this. In 1911, the National Insurance act became the foundation of funding for NHS service provision; a direct tax taken for a specific purpose.


    The Robin Hood Tax campaign has more work to do and more battles to fight. But one day we may be able to look back at these formative years with the same pride as we look on the formation of the NHS in 1948 - and agree that we campaigned to make the world better for everyone.

  


  
    Saving money the Jamaican way – the ‘Paadna’ as an alternative to the high street bank


    Max Mueller


    Ray Peter is looking forward to his Mediterranean cruise. Like many of his public sector colleagues, the 52-year-old youth worker from Hackney is wary of the impending public sector spending cuts and has to count the pennies. Yet Peter is confident he will be able to afford the holiday’s hefty price tag thanks to the proceeds from his Paadna, a collective saving scheme popular among the Afro-Caribbean community in the UK since the days of the Windrush.


    The idea behind the Paadna (also called SuSu) is simple. A group of people, the ‘partners’, agree to pay a regular sum (or ‘hand’) to a trusted person (or ‘banker’, usually an older, respected member of the community) on a weekly basis. Every week, one member of the group receives the total amount (or ‘draw’) contributed by all partners. In other words, if 10 partners save £50 a week over 10 weeks, each will receive £500, either at the beginning of the Paadna (effectively a £500 loan) or later in the scheme (effectively £500 in savings). For the system to work, the number of partners must be the same as the number of weeks the scheme lasts.


    The banker selects the order in which partners are paid their ‘draw’, and will normally give priority to established members, paying newcomers (or those deemed less reliable) at the end. Paadnas last from a few weeks to six months, with some schemes lasting over 12 months. No interest is payable on an early ‘loan’, or receivable for the later ‘savings’, and all moneys paid in are returned (except in some schemes where bankers receive one ‘hand’ from each member for their services).


    In the UK, the system has a history going back to the 1950s and 60s when immigrants were virtually excluded from mainstream banking. Sam King, an early Windrush pioneer was one of many West Indians who used Paadnas to save for goods that would normally have remained outside their reach.


    In the Windrush Legacy (produced by Black Cultural Archives and Lambeth Archives), he recalls “We were the second black family to buy a house in Camberwell, this was 1950. Over the next 12 years my family played a part in buying about half of all the property owned by blacks in Camberwell. Because we couldn’t get mortgages we pooled all our money together to help others. We called it a ‘partner’ which is the same in Jamaica, and it worked very well.”


    The system has remained popular to this day because of its informality, allowing poorer members to draw ready cash in emergencies, or when their credit status would make them ineligible for loans from high street banks.


    But what if things go wrong? According to Peter, bankers have been known to disappear with funds, but such cases are rare. “It only happens if you make somebody young and poor a banker. Being given all that money can tempt them to take a permanent holiday,” he laughs. “But 99.9% of Paadnas are safe, as safe as any established bank.”


    An added attraction for members is the peer pressure of ‘having to save’, a feature many members prefer to the interest they would get from high street banks. “I don’t think I’d have the discipline to pay into a regular savings account,” Dawn Jarrett, another Paadna saver, says. The 43-year old adventure playground manager from Islington is saving for a new washing machine. “Knowing that the banker will come round on the first of the month to collect your hand really helps you stick to the plan.”


    The recent global financial upheaval has brought about much innovation in financial matters, especially in poorer communities. While schemes like Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank made global headlines (and earned its inventor, Mohammad Yunus the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize), in the UK the Paadna has seen such a boost in popularity that the established loan industry is taking note.


    As the Jamaican National Building Society is planning to make their Paadna Plan available to UK savers, small companies are also jumping on the bandwagon. Portia Grant, who is running the UK’s first commercial Paadna, already offers additional services to members such as ‘brawtas’ (interest payments) and the option of late ‘hands’ in case of financial difficulties. “We started out in 2005 with five family members paying £20 a week. Now we have over 500 partners and a lot more financial flexibility,” she says.


    For Grant, one key advantage of the scheme is mutual trust. “If you talk to any of my members, especially from the Afro-Caribbean community, the most important issue is integrity because there are a lot of scams out there. So finding someone you can trust with your money is vital,” she says.


    That trust is key, and breaking it could be a potential pitfall of the scheme. Impartial advice bodies like the Money Advice Trust suggest caution. “Paadna schemes are not regulated and so the money you’ve saved is not covered by the Financial Services Compensation Scheme, which protects bank, building society and credit union savings of up to £85,000 per person. There have been cases where these schemes haven’t paid out or where the savers have lost money. Even if you trust the banker and the other partners you could still lose out,” the official advice reads on the trust’s website.


    Portia Grant is aware of the issue. “In the past, schemes have failed when one or several partners suddenly couldn’t pay their hand because of changes in their circumstances. But with my scheme, members don’t lose out because we guarantee the final payout by personally underwriting all sums handled. In other words, if a partner can’t pay, I’ll cover the sum from my own pocket.”


    In addition to this safety net, Grant believes that her scheme has the benefits of peer pressure of joint saving and the informality of arrangements which make the system attractive to people who can’t access mainstream saving. “When you give that person your money it’s like paying your rent - once the money is handed over your mind is at ease. A lot of people find themselves in debt because of short-term temptations that will draw that money from them. Paadna schemes make it easy to save and not spend what you haven’t got.


    “A lot of my clients are people on benefits. And there are others who don’t even have a bank account - for them it’s an attractive way to save money on a cash basis. It’s the future for savings and loans,” Grant sums up.


    It’s a prediction the loan industry should take seriously. “The Paadna is all about trust,” Ray Peter concludes. “When Jamaicans first came to this country, they didn’t trust the banks with their money. And after recent events, that feeling of mistrust is on the rise again.”

  


  
    Halal hysteria: should we be concerned about religious slaughter?


    Mischa Wilmers


    While right wing newspapers publish increasingly sensational stories about halal meat, leading animal welfare groups are also campaigning for an end to some methods of religious slaughter. Mischa Wilmers asks whether non-stun slaughter is an issue consumers should be concerned about.


    The Daily Mail is outraged. Each week a new story appears in the paper informing us that halal meat is being consumed, unsuspectingly, by some of the most vulnerable members of society. ‘Top British universities secretly serve halal meat to unknowing students,’ ran a headline in May. ‘British soldiers secretly fed halal food in canteens,’ screamed another. More recently, though, a line was crossed: ‘Now halal sneaks into our schools…Parents angered by move to ban sausages and replace them with ritually slaughtered meat.’


    It’s fairly obvious why the Mail is doing this. A simple search of the keyword ‘Islam’ on its website reveals the disturbing extent of the paper’s famous obsession with Muslims. On this basis it would be easy to dismiss all concerns about halal meat as equally ridiculous yet this would be foolish. Several of the UK’S most prominent animal welfare groups have also launched nationwide campaigns seeking to end non-stun methods of slaughter by religious abattoirs.


    In April a government e-petition was launched by the British Veterinary Association (BVA), with the support of the RSPCA, calling for an end to non-stun slaughter. Under European law all animals must be stunned before slaughter to render them insensible to pain but exemption from pre-stunning can be granted on religious grounds. The BVA believes such exemptions should be legally removed - a position which has proven quite popular with their petition already receiving over 70,000 signatures. At first glance, however, one could be forgiven for construing this as a relatively minor issue, perhaps unworthy of so much attention.


    That pre-stunning is an important mechanism in ensuring farm animals feel no pain during slaughter is not in doubt. Despite claims to the contrary by some religious leaders, there is a scientific consensus that slaughter without pre-stunning causes unnecessary suffering to animals - a position supported by the Humane Slaughter Association, the Farm Animal Welfare Council, and the Federation of Veterinarians of Europe, among other groups.


    Yet the number of animals affected by non-stunning seems relatively small. The latest survey by the Food Standards Agency (FSA) found that while none of the animals killed by the Jewish Shechita method receive a pre-stun, they account for less than 3% of all slaughtered livestock. Furthermore almost all of the media’s attention has focused on Islamic slaughter despite the fact that 88% of animals slaughtered by the halal method are stunned before being killed.


    “We don’t have any issues with that at all,” says John Blackwell, President Elect of the British Veterinary Association, “it’s purely with the non-stun aspect of slaughter that we’re campaigning for on the grounds of animal welfare.”


    But given that such a small proportion of farm animals slaughtered in the UK are affected, how worried should consumers and those concerned with animal welfare really be?


    “It depends how you look at it – if you look at it percentagewise then we’re talking about only 4% of all cattle killed are non-stunned but that equates to 75,000 animals and when we talk about 4% of poultry that’s about 32 million.”


    While the numbers seem high, some have questioned the extent to which the BVA has focused on this issue when there are other concerns around factory farming which affect a greater proportion of farm animals for the entire duration of their lives. Last month a campaigner seeking election to the RSPCA’s council caused controversy when she publicly described factory farming as a “holocaust going on behind closed doors.” But Blackwell says such language is unhelpful and is relatively optimistic about the general state of animal welfare in the UK.


    “Welfare of animals is an evolutionary process…there will always be examples of less than optimal welfare and this is what’s often championed in the press but from an overall welfare standpoint within the UK I think the welfare record overall is pretty good.”


    Here, the BVA’s position appears to diverge slightly from that of another important group campaigning against non-stun slaughter, Compassion in World Farming (CIWF). While CIWF agrees the law on non-stun slaughter needs to be immediately addressed, they appear far more pessimistic about the general state of animal welfare in the UK and are campaigning on a range of other issues concerning factory farming.


    In fact, according to Emma Slawinski, Head of Campaigns for CIWF, non-stunning may not even be the biggest problem related to halal slaughter. A new investigation by the organisation has found that halal chickens which do receive a pre-stun are electrocuted at a voltage which is significantly lower than EU requirements.


    “We discovered that the current situation for chickens that are being stunned before slaughter under the halal method really is almost no stun at all, all it does is render them unable to move,” Slawinski explains. “So unfortunately… all of those chickens who are slaughtered either for halal or Kosher meat will either not be stunned or stunned in a way that isn’t effective.”


    The latest EU regulations which came into force in January 2013 prohibit “the use of electric currents to immobilise the animal that do not stun or kill it under controlled circumstances.” They stipulate that chickens must be stunned with a minimum electrical current of 240mAmps. However, the current presently used for halal chickens is 40-70mAmps.


    “Unfortunately…the animal is receiving a painful electric shock and then being rendered unable to move but still completely able to feel and then suffering from having its throat cut as well,” says Slawinski.


    The EU regulations were due to be incorporated into British law through the Welfare at the Time of Killing (WATOK) bill. However, in May the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) revoked the new rules. This came just days after a judicial review was launched by the Association of Independent Meat Suppliers on behalf of 20 abattoir operators who argued that the increased current would be expensive and have the potential to kill chickens, rendering them unacceptable for halal consumption.


    Slawinski is keen to stress that CIWF does not regard this as a problem with religion and that they are exclusively concerned with improving animal welfare. The organisation works closely with Muslim groups and is hopeful of progress despite the setback presented by the findings of their latest investigation. Besides non-stunning and inadequate stunning they maintain that a number of laws designed to protect animal welfare are routinely breached in the UK for reasons that have nothing to do with religion.


    Previous investigations by CIWF have found that the Pigs Directive, a law which looks after basic welfare requirements for pigs, is not being enforced. Pigs on farms across the EU (including the UK) are kept on baron floors without any straw, routinely mutilated by having their tails docked and fed antibiotics for the majority of their lives. Dairy cows do not fair much better, overfed and kept indoors all year around in cramped conditions where they are unable to express their natural behaviours. But it's Hens who arguably endure the worst conditions. In 2012 battery hen cages were replaced by slightly larger 'enriched cages.'


    "They’re still overcrowded, they still can’t express any of their natural behaviours, they’re still standing on wire mesh floors. And those animals are in those cages for around a year and then they come out and get slaughtered," says Slawinski.


    Perhaps unsurprisingly, these issues tend to attract relatively little media attention compared with halal slaughter. But whilst it's crucial to ensure that animal slaughter is as painless as possible, Slawinski maintains we should also be attending to the wider needs of farm animals and the pain they suffer in their day to day existence.


    “Slaughter is an incredibly important issue, not least because it’s one of the issues that applies to all animals that we end up using for food," she concludes, "But really we should be concerned about the welfare conditions for farm animals through the whole of their life."

  


  
    The changing value of soccer


    Niall Carville


    On the 20th of February 1992, the leading clubs at the top of the Football League broke away from the FA to set up the Premier League. This was done in a bid to retain a greater share of the money which had been coming into the game, primarily from increased television deals. The period around this breakaway also coincided with increased attendances at matches due to all-seater stadia and the return of English clubs to European competition.


    The move to all-seater stadia was on the back of the Taylor report, published in January 1990, which recommended them after the Hillsborough disaster. (The Hillsborough disaster occurred in April 1989 when 96 Liverpool fans were crushed during a FA Cup game. While the case has recently been reopened, it is generally accepted that inadequate safety features of the stadium were a significant factor.) The return to Europe was after the five year ban imposed by the Thatcher government after the Heysel disaster in 1985. During which continental European teams began to pull away from the English clubs in terms of ability, leaving English clubs at a disadvantage when it came to their European return in the early nineties. A disadvantage many attributed to a lack of financial power available to the English clubs under the previous arrangement.


    Money In The Game


    The main sources of this new income centred on television rights, sponsorship and ticket sales. While the biggest clubs have further diversified their income sources since then, these three areas are still the main source of income in today's game. This article will examine these different sources, comparing the change in financial terms over the twenty or so years and noting the change for fans during this period.


    The initial television deal for the right to show matches in the UK, as outlined by Sporting Intelligence was awarded to Sky for £191m over five years. With a highlights deal and overseas rights, £22.5m and £40m respectively, this meant there was £50.7m a year to be divided up amongst the clubs. The breakdown of the current deal covering 2013-2016 now being; £3bn for the UK rights, £179.7m for the highlights and ~£2bn for the overseas rights. (No official figure has been given, this is an estimation.) ,The total per year has now risen to the £1.7-2bn range. This has been roughly a forty fold increase over twenty years.


    This increase has also been replicated in shirt sponsorship deals. When the Premier League was formed, sponsorship was a relatively new phenomena. Taking Manchester United as an example, their first shirt sponsor was in 1982 with Sharp Electronics. At the start of the first Premier League season, this deal is believed to be worth around £200,000 a year. For the upcoming season, Manchester United have announced that Chevrolet, American car manufactures, will be the main shirt sponsor in a deal worth just under £50m a year, a two hundred and fifty fold increase.


    Ticket prices have shown similar increases with a season ticket for Manchester United for the season just prior to the start of the Premier League costing £190. When compared to the season just passed, this had risen to £532, a £200 increase on top of inflation since 1992. While this rise is not as eye catching as the increase in the other sources of income it should be remembered that, as mentioned previously, sponsorship and television deals were relatively new ideas. Therefore the initial deals were likely to undervalue them. A recent article by The Mirror, showed that season ticket prices have risen 189% above inflation since 1981. Also the pool from which ticket buying fans can be targeted is relatively limited when compared to the unlimited target audience which television and sponsorship can reach.


    While season ticket prices show the trend of how ticket prices have changed over the last twenty years, individual ticket prices could be more useful later when determining how these increased prices have affected fans. Before the Premier League began, the cheapest match day ticket which could be bought for a Manchester United game was £4.50. This had risen to £31 for next season and a near seven fold increase, more than the rise associated with season tickets. The cheapest tickets are also only available in small pockets of the stadium rather than twenty years ago when there was large swathes of terraces. Clearly the increased revenue is not being prioritised for ensuring fans are able to attend matches, and the game itself has changed little in the last twenty years. With some suggesting it has gotten worse.


    So where has this money gone?


    Unsurprisingly to most people, the majority has been funnelled into players. The season before the Premier League started, the average annual First Division wage was £59,904. For the 12/13 season, the most recent season for which data is available, this had risen to £1.6m a year, a near twenty seven fold increase. In contrast, the average UK workers' wage increased one and a half times in the same time period.


    In the same time period the transfer record has been broken thirteen times. Starting off at £8m for Roberto Baggio’s move from Fiorentina to Juventus, it now stands at £85.3m for Garth Bale’s move from Tottenham Hotspur to Real Madrid last year. Also a recent report from Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) has shown that 28% of transfer fees go to agents or other third party organisations.


    Changing Demographics


    But what about the fans who are being fleeced to prop up this bubble around players? With match day prices rising seven fold, when compared to average wage rising only two fold, it is obvious that the working classes are being pushed out of soccer, or at the very least being squeezed to the maximum. This increase in costs does not just affect the working classes, it also reduces the ability of teenagers, student and the elderly from attending. Throughout this period it should also be noted that the game has not fundamentally changed in anyway. While the approach by teams has become more professional, no all night drinking sessions before games for example. This change is likely down to the increased money in the game rather than the increased money reflecting new found professionalism.


    There was little research done in the eighties and nineties on the breakdown of fans; age, gender or working status, of fans attending games, which makes comparisons difficult. However using the numbers from one of the first papers looking into the demographic of soccer fans, roughly 20% of a crowd was under twenties in the years around the beginning of the Premier League. Surveys in the last few years have shown that this figure is down around 10%. Clearly with changes in population sizes and numbers attending matches increasing, meaning it is not possible to draw definitive conclusions but these figures are food for thought none the less.


    Despite this there has been no corresponding dip in the number of people claiming to be fans, does this rubbish the idea that less well-off fans are being pushed out of the game? Well not quite. From one of the most recent Premier League Fan Surveys it can be seen that mobile devices, laptops and smartphones, have a large proportion of the match watching population. This is likely due to the increase in quality of broadband coupled with the proliferation of streaming sites online. The ability to watch a match is no longer determined by ticket price or television scheduling, you can watch nearly any match around the world through your laptop.


    However, this new advance could also bring unforeseen problems unto clubs. With the explosion of soccer in Asia, it has been noticed that soccer clubs have become brand names to be followed rather than a club you follow. This phenomena has the potential to spread into England as younger and less well-off fans become priced out of attendance.


    A final note on this ongoing gentrification, with the move of soccer to becoming more of an event to attend for most fans rather than having local or emotional to one of the teams. I feel that this could lead towards teams, particularly those in the higher divisions becoming like franchises which people follow rather than having a strong tie with that club.


    I do not want to come across as one of the types who always hark back to how things were back in the day, I do think the English FA should start asking itself what it wants from the people who come to the matches. While the price increases for tickets are unsustainable in the long term, I do not think that this will be reached in the next ten years or so. However, I do believe that the tipping point for the gentrification of the type of fan who can afford to attend is occurring right now. Personally I do think this is a bad thing, but again it is up to the organisations charged with the running of the game to ask what they want.

  


  
    Following the paper trail: Is the pursuit of happiness really linked to the pursuit of money?


    Nimita Bhatt


    No matter what you choose to do as a career, you’ll have to jump over obstacles and go through stresses along the way, some experiences so difficult that you’ll wonder why you ever thought about following that dream of yours. But when you’re doing what you love it won’t even feel like work. You’ll go above and beyond the call of duty to get things done, put in more time without it feeling like a chore, be better at your job and most of all, you'll be happy rather than spinning around in a cycle of misery.


    When I grow up


    6-years old, dreaming about when you’re a grown up you want to be an astronaut, a pilot, a fireman or a princess perhaps. Such imaginative beings, weren’t we?


    Playing, ‘what do you want to be when you’re a grown-up?’ was always fun. Forget logistics, those days as young’uns we had a free way of thinking – no boundaries. We had far-flung hopes and dreamed improbable dreams - Some people see the improbable to be the impossible, but what if we actually took these hopes and dreams and made them come true?


    That’s a big debate of today. When we grow older we’re torn between academia and this so-called “dream” of ours. We’re always encouraged to go for the career that will give us the most money (we need money of course to survive) and we’re bought up to believe that life isn’t always about doing what you want; it’s about making yourself useful. While some people do choose to follow the paper trail, they might actually be going down a road that isn’t right for them, that doesn’t make them happy and will lead them to a life of dissatisfaction.


    Looking at statistics


    Let’s look at some facts; we spend most of our day at work. In fact, in one year we spend approximately 3000 hours working! The Trade Unions Congress (TUC) says, within the UK we work the longest hours within Europe, take shorter lunch breaks and don’t enjoy public holidays as much. Working hard ensures that we pay our mortgage, bills and are able to provide our families and ourselves with the most basic necessities like food. But what if we’re doing something that takes up all our time and that we don’t enjoy?


    Working for money seems like a good enough motivator for you to stick at that career, but if everyday you’re at a constant battle to get out of bed, counting down the hours and minutes until your day is over and bringing home all that angst from work then that’s a pretty big problem. Life is incredibly short to be time wasting, yes, we all need a paycheck at the end of the month, yes, we all like to buy shiny things, but some things are just more important, like experiences, and time is our most valuable asset.


    If you’ve always wanted to join the corporate club with reckless hours, tight deadlines, non-stop e-mails and perhaps some arguments with your boss, then good for you – but if not then it’s time for a change! You could spend 10 years making it up that corporate ladder, or you could spend the same amount of time creating a life that could change the course of history for the better. I like the second option.


    Imperative and The Purpose Economy


    Imperative is a career platform that connects people to purpose. They feel that everybody should have the opportunity to create meaningful work and that this vital for us, and the future of humanity. They believe that purpose can be found in every job and it’s just about how we work and engage with people on a daily basis.


    Aaron Hurst, CEO of Imperative and the author of The Purpose Economy believes that the information economy has driven innovation and economic growth until now, “it’s based on the creation, manipulation and dissemination of information. It is driven by scale, data and efficiency.” But now, we’re on our way to our fourth economy, one that is driven by purpose. It’s about enhancing relationships, doing something greater than yourself and it’s about experiences more than consumption - that’s what young people are doing these days, building a bank of experiences rather than buying things that will make them happy only temporarily. And with the millennials becoming the majority of the workforce, purpose is the primary driver of economic output.


    
      “Follow your bliss” – Joseph Campbell

    


    Following the dream


    While we all have to be self-sufficient and may have to work for some time in a job that we don’t particularly like, there’s nothing worse than forcing yourself to do something you hate for the rest of your life. Passion is the fuel that propels you to travel in the direction that you want to go. It gives you meaning in life. Ultimately, your career defines who you are as an individual. When you meet somebody for the first time, how do you introduce yourself? Usually with your name and what you do – it’s because we spend so much time doing it.


    Going to university and going through a plethora of exams and assignments can be the stepping stone that gets you that moneymaking job, or it’s the path you go down that will eventually lead you to your dream job. A lot of people will tell us that dreams are one of the most unattainable parts of our lives, but once we achieve it, it will give us personal satisfaction and the mindset that we are able to accomplish anything in the world.


    It's much better to be really really really good at what you do and as a result make a lot of money. Throw your whole heart into doing something you enjoy and get better and better at it and surprise surprise, you’re successful, and work won’t even feel like a burden. Whether you choose to follow the paper trail or follow your dream career, make sure you're not mindlessly wasting your life away in unhappiness – you only have one life, do what you love and live it with experiences! As Steve Jobs says, “your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do – don’t settle.”


    
      “Never give up on what you really want to do. The person with big dreams is more powerful than one with all the facts”- Albert Einstein

    


    A grown-up’s opinion: What did you want to grow up to be when you were younger?


    Below are comments from some of you who are living the dream.


    I've always loved art and design and it seemed like the natural path to follow when I went to Uni. It was hard once I graduated as jobs were scarce but I was hopeful. I'm glad I persevered because I am now working as a graphic designer at an awesome company and it's the best place to be. And it's mainly because I'm doing what I love! Riffath, London


    I remember being four years old and writing a story about a group of friends exploring caves and fighting dragons. Well, I dictated it to grandma actually, but the content (lack of narrative structure, poorly developed plot, randomly killed-off characters) was all mine. Although I've yet to fight a single dragon, I do spend my days writing about exciting places (sometimes caves!) for the adventure travel website, embark.org. I would say that the dream has translated well to adulthood! Derek, Syracuse, New York, USA


    At school I wanted to be a graphic designer. I tailored my GCSEs and A-Levels for a career in art. When I went to college I realised it wasn't for me. Fast-forward ten years - now I'm studying for my doctorate in linguistics. If anyone had told me at school I'd be doing this with my life back then, I'd have laughed! Emma, Exeter, England


    When I was younger I knew I wanted to help women, be their advocate and help empower them. So here I am nine years qualified, working as a labour ward midwife at one of London's best maternity units! I can't say I make the same money as a premier league footballer or an MP. And I’m not going to lie, I'm always hoping for an extra zero at the end of my pay slip, but I wouldn’t change that for how amazing my job is and how happy I am! Monal, London


    From the age of seven, I always dreamed of getting up on stage and playing guitar with a band before big audiences. At the age of 13, I realized that dream when I played in front of a crowd of 10,000 people and I've been playing with a band ever since! Andy, Bangalore, India


    I just recently discovered what I wanted to do, everything before was kind of a blur. My discovery came from personal circumstances that, sadly, opened a path up for me in life. Unsure whether not that's a good or bad, as William Wordsworth says, ‘find strength in what remains.’ I am currently getting my Masters of Social Work and hope to study neuroscience one day. Linh, Brooklyn, New York, USA


    Imperative: Work with Purpose www.imperative.com


    A Movement to Evolve the Economy www.purposeeconomy.com

  


  
    (Not only) Women sailing on a new holistic business wave


    Pavlina Amalie Kvapilova


    Many women ARE showing their back to corporations – that is a fact. They look for something more fulfilling than fighting irritating battles, need more freedom, want to cooperate. And so: they often decide to leave behind the world of elegant costumes and dwell into a risky adventure of their own small businesses – might it be flower shop, bakery or IT consultancy. Numbers confirm this trend, consequences of crisis seem to speed this up - and it all could bring a significant shift in our economies, many experts agree. But – is it only about women? First typical criticism you would maybe think of. If we explore more in depth, there appears to be a lot of evidence suggesting that an important holistic change has taken off. It is not only about them, but women for sure have a very important role to play in this exciting upheaval.


    Amy Selwyn is an American intellectual with bright eyes, sharp sense of humor and impressive resume she can proudly show around: CV displays names like Salomon Brothers, New York Times, APTN or BBC where she hold high executive positions. Now she is happily installed in her own consultancy helping companies to build their brands. How has this happened? It all started with typical corporate behavior that she could hardly bear for ever. As a structured person she offers immediately a very precise description of her feelings and findings: “1. The absence of any kind of meritocracy. People who worked incredibly hard and who cared deeply were not necessarily rewarded (usually weren't); people who politicked, played golf with the director and kissed ass were the ones who got the opportunities. 2. The deep distrust of artists and intellectuals. Those would be called Design people were seen as fruitcakes (people without any business sense) and intellectuals were perceived as troublemakers or theorists. Or both. 3. The emphasis on hierarchy.”


    Amy does not avoid talking about unpleasant things like mobbing too: “Yes, I have been the victim of bullying. I was bullied so badly by one male boss (an alcoholic who came in to the office every day around 11:30 and worked until midnight, smoked in the office although it was forbidden and who openly detested me because I am Jewish...) that I threatened a lawsuit. I was transferred to another department. He later tried the same behavior with my successor; she sued and won.”


    Having two decades of experience from corporate sphere, Amy did not want to spend rest of her career like that. After a journey to Italy where she dedicated her time to the beauty of Renaissance art she launched her own company: “I was tired of being told that the best I could hope for was to make my boss look good. Screw that!“


    It is tempting


    More of traits mentioned above might sound familiar to other women executives. Aspire, global leadership development organisation for women, made a survey with 1200 ladies. It brings to the light a very strong number: almost 8 out of 10 women (78%) on managerial or executive positions are considering leaving and starting their business. What frustrates them most? Dr. Sam Collins, Aspire founder & CEO, answers this question for us from London: “ It is a combination of factors but most prominent is organizational politics, lack of humanity in some corporations and the difficulty of being yourself – personal authenticity.” In other words – this trend proves to be not just an impression, but something very real. Women leaders in fact often not only consider this - but do DARE and jump.


    The Crises: corporate manners "upgraded" to survival mode


    Let’s move to the heart of Europe – Prague - and meet Marie Petrovova. Former head of communication at Komercni banka and GE Money, two big players on banking market in the Czech Republic. Now co-owner of Osvobozena domacnost (Free Household), company designed to reduce home care worries. Her story is characteristic for post-communist economies. She was directing top bank’s communication already at the age of 30. Working directly on a high-level position, she did not go through typical corporate power battle. “I loved my job. I saw important changes coming for clients like introducing internet banking for them and others. It made sense. But the financial crises changed the climate completely. Cuts, cuts, cuts. Less managerial positions to fight for. It reinforced the worst corporate manners and brought survival behavior. It took part of pleasure of working away, many people started to be frightened regarding their basic needs. They had cash flow habits from the times that were gone. When you are vulnerable, you are driven by basic brain instincts – fight or run. Stress hormones then are doing their work. And all this definitively does not support creativity and cooperation at your workplace.”


    Marie took it slowly with her husband, Michal. They decided to have a year rethinking deeply and in a mature way both their lives – to identify where they wanted to be headed. She has a balanced point of view, according to her corporation takes from you whatever you are willing to give, suggesting that the control over it is a lot in our hands. At her case, may it sound as a kind of paradox, the final impulse that gave her courage was a program that her employer - GE Money had. It was called Banking on Women. It was an initiative to help women entrepreneurs. “When I saw all those brave ladies, I could not resist leaving and trying to start my own business – I was just too inspired” – says Marie with a typical smile on her face.


    Czech Republic: explosion of women businesses


    She started this year and is one of many in her country. Report released at the end of June by Association of small and medium enterprises shows that during past year, in the Czech Republic the number of women launching the business was 10 times higher than men doing so.


    Jan Bubenik – former McKinsey consultant, now headhunter has noticed it from his experience too. According to him “women have more pillars to stand on – for men it is usually just one – their job position. Women look around, they observe what is cooked in school cafeteria, what could be done differently…analyze quickly where there are any needs. So if they loose their job or decide to leave, they spot market opportunities in a natural way – they know what product or service is missing in the community. It can be fresh bread…whatever, they start with their friends as first clients and that is how their small business is expanding. They need some value, being useful – that is the most rewarding feeling for them.” Jan is describing men as often selfish – and has a simplifying term for that: “we usually live in ME – while women in US philosophy.“


    MEN AND WOMEN – what is going on?


    Let’s keep up with this topic, which is definitely bringing an interesting question: how is men-women dynamics developing in corporations nowadays? Isn’t gender problem much more serious than we would like to admit? Amy Selwyn is bringing her experience again: “ In almost all cases, the most senior people were male. I was looked at as smart and capable...and a great deputy. Never the senior person, just the deputy. More recently, I have experienced this very worrying habit of men commenting on women's looks and suggesting that being pretty is a key ingredient for success. It is completely inappropriate.” Now, being on her own, she considers the clash of energies being solved for her: "I have values and a purpose and they determine where and how I operate. I'm not concerned with male and female roles now because I ONLY work with people who share my values. "


    Dr. Sam Collins, Aspire CEO, adds her observations: “Many large organizations have a masculine dominance. There is a stereotypical perception of men and women being different and therefore in conflict, many men and women are starting to appreciate each other’s difference and cooperating successfully, evidence shows that balance of men and women on boards brings about financial success. Where it does not happen, women will leave. I believe we need to understand gender dynamics to get to a point in future where it is more about individual difference”.


    Jan Bubenik does not think that companies have come to conclusion there is a danger of loosing potential of women and their strong sides. "At least in the Czech Republic the maximum is to start flexible hours programs and similar activities. Which does not address the problem itself. And that is only talking about the smartest organizations. I don’t believe corporations would generally reflect on this in terms of a possible future trouble” – says Jan.


    Hey, it’s not only about women!


    I can hear some of you saying: wait, wait – there are also frustrated men leaving corporations. I had a few comments like this immediately. Libor Maly is one of those who would put their argument exactly this way. Libor has started a very successful website www.jobs.cz in 1996 – and in 2011 he sold the company called LMC that runs the portal for 35,4 millions euros to Alma Media, media group from Finland. He has been studying Buddhism or working on an application for a life in money-free society. “What I can perceive is that there is more and more disgust concerning working for large corporations. Both between men and women. A lot of smart capable people leave and go for a start-up. It can be possibly a problem for big organizations in the future because they are losing talents. But HR departments will hardly do something about that. A fish stinks form the head – and the change in company culture must be started only by the highest manager. If not, it can never succeed.”


    Let’s hear another man – dr. Jan Hnizdil is complex medicine evangelist. He would be also one of those to believe that this is not gender issue. “Aggressive, insensitive, inconsiderate psychopaths can also wear skirts. What I would say is that socio-economic development leads us to small companies, cooperating with each other. A lot of people understand already that we cannot have never-ending economic growth within a limited space. Managers who have not understood that so far, feed themselves with insane amount of anti-depressives and queue desperately in front of my office.” And referring to banking sector he has no mercy: ”The majority of Titanic passengers refuse to accept the reality, they support each other in an illusion that the corporate banking boat can’t sink. God protect them.”


    Smaller is better


    Dr. Hnizdil sees the future in companies up to 120 people of size – he believes the trend is towards smaller companies. “The capacity of social channel is limited, 120 is maximum of human beings with whom you can be in a relationship. Smaller teams work more effectively, there is not a complicated hierarchy problem. Probably women are more interested in relationships. This principle works perfectly for example for one of successful companies in US – Gore. They found a funny solution. The parking lot has always 120 spots. If there is no space where you can park the car, they start another division.”


    That makes sense also for Marie Petrovova. What she believes is that big institutions got too far from direct contact with clients. And this is something you do more easily being smaller size. She finds the system of large organizations limiting in many different ways. She expresses herself by another example: "If you want people to think outside the box, you cannot put them sitting inside the box - meaning common open spaces. There are systematic characteristics that make it impossible for people to give the best out of them in corporate environment."


    Back to "business femminology"


    It would seem then that we have to put the women leaving corporations to a wider context. According these testimonies there are more processes going on here at the same time and being in interaction: generally women on rise in starting businesses, talents leaving corporations, majority of them being again - women, and - growing appetite for smaller entities cooperating between them. Plus large corporations that seem to ignore in many ways possible consequences of this change. This brings us again to women force anyway: evidence that has been mentioned suggests they are more often protagonists in this holistic upheaval.


    Out of old routines


    And thus: we should ask at this point what difficulties are they facing while being on this transition? It is not always about fairy tales. Yes. They have fear. Of organizing everything, of not being able to pay their checks, of having enough quality information to operate in business. Also, daily routine changes, which influences or relationship habits that have been deeply rooted. Family and friends may seem to be aloof, tension can grow. In these situations women appreciate company of other female entrepreneurs. They can share their worries, experience, hopes...which definitely helps them to get through. Dr.Sam Collins confirms that too speaking about their transition plans. She is optimistic though: "Mistake is to think too small or to have limiting beliefs that they won't make money. More women owned businesses make more money than they did working for large corporation and in less time - that is a potent mix!"


    Where will all this take us at the end?


    Sam puts it this way: "It will be a revolution that will change the way we think about business, businesses will become social enterprises that value humanity and making a difference and the entire model of long hours and a slave to the system will change. We are already seeing a rise in women-owned businesses that are collaborating with other women-owned businesses to pitch for big pieces of work - and are extremely focused on more than just the bottom line."


    Will women bring significant change to business? How would men react on this development? Will the dynamics of work relationships between men and women change? Is this a problem for large corporations or not? I will be happy to hear your views. Thanks for sharing your thoughts!

  


  
    Taxing Resources, funding development


    Peter Dörrie


    Africa is a rich continent. In 2010, the value of natural resources extracted on the African continent was $788 per capita. In comparison, development aid only contributed $30 to the income of the average African.


    At the same time, the median income of an African is only $945, suggesting that a large part of the continent’s resource wealth isn’t benefiting the majority of the population. A good example is Equatorial Guinea, a country that has a GDP of $17.7 billion at a population of just 760,000 people, almost exclusively fuelled by oil windfalls. Despite this, 77 percent of the population lives below the national poverty line.


    In fact, Africa is estimated to lose between 40 and 80 billion dollars per year to illicit financial flows, e.g. tax evasion, alone. Much of this money probably originates in the resource sector.


    For resource rich African countries, answering the question of how to profit more from their natural resources is probably the political challenge with the highest stakes of our time.


    The importance of the resource sector for the economic development of Africa will continue to grow in the coming years, thanks to rising prices and new discoveries. "We had a series of major oil and natural gas finds in Africa," Todd Moss, a senior fellow at the Center for Global Development tells Contributoria. “Basically everybody with a coast has had a discovery.”


    The OECD, the African Development Bank and the United Nations Development Programme agree. "With a comparatively high price level remaining for some time and signiﬁcant expansion of production over the next years," the organizations write in the 2013 edition of the African Economic Outlook, “Africa faces a window of opportunity to create economic structures that can provide employment and income for all on the back of its resource wealth.”


    What taxes got to do with it


    There used to be a time when conventional wisdom dictated that the best way for African countries to develop economically was to attract as much foreign direct investments as possible, at all costs.. To attract investments, African governments were pressured to introduce tax regimes and mining codes highly favourable to international companies, with low marginal tax rates and little oversight. Of course, the whole thing didn’t really work out.


    Today, taxes have a better reputation. "Taxation provides governments with the funds needed to invest in infrastructure, relieve poverty and deliver public services," states the 2014 African Economic Outlook self-confidently. Many African governments are tired of of being prescribed their economic policies from abroad and have seized the opportunity of high resource prices to put emphasis on domestic revenue generation through taxation.


    Of course, taxing natural resources production is not without its intricacies. Resource extraction, especially mining, is a very costly and time-intensive business. Large projects, like the Simandou iron ore mine in Guinea, cost billions of dollars to develop and often take decades from the beginning of the exploration phase to actual production. This results in the need for governments to balance conflicting desires: high revenues and low risk with a favourable investment climate, for example, or spending revenues immediately versus saving money for future generations.


    But as hard as these questions are to answer, the potential benefits of extending taxation are enormous. In 2012, resource taxation accounted for $242 billion, almost half of all taxes paid in Africa. But those $242 billion are less than a quarter of the more than one trillion dollars worth of natural resources that are produced in Africa each year. Even assuming stable production and world market prices, African countries could increase their tax base by several hundred billion dollars, if they would tax resources with the same effectiveness as European countries.


    Beyond their obvious benefit of bringing money into the bank, taxes also fulfill an important social function. If done right, tax regimes can catalyze state building, because if important stakeholders are taxed by governments, they have an interest in holding these governments accountable for how "their" money is spent.


    Of course, this is also one of the biggest weaknesses of natural resource revenues, also known as the "Resource Curse". Because governments of resource-rich countries do not rely on the taxation of their citizens, they can afford to ignore them. This leads to authoritarian, badly governed and corrupt states where elites survive by handing out a small share of the country’s riches to their own supporters, while the majority of the population is left behind. Both Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo are excellent examples of this..


    The Resource Curse makes it even more important that natural resources are taxed and governed fairly and equitable. In the absence of fair and transparent taxation, resources are unable to fulfill their promises for African development. Unfortunately, one of the biggest hindrances on the road to better resource taxation are not only the governments, but also the resource companies, which invest heavily in undermining and evading taxation.


    Transfer pricing and other tricks


    The reason that African countries so far profit comparatively little from their resource wealth, explains Anne-Sophie Simpere, a tax justice expert for the international advocacy organization Oxfam, is that companies intelligently limit their exposure to taxes at several points. "When a mining company enters a country," she tells Contributoria, “they will have the normal tax regime which is often quite favourable to the company, because of pressure from the IMF, World Bank and other institutions in the 1990s to attract investors. Then the company will negotiate more tax breaks into the contract and then they will have their tax optimization schemes or their tax avoidance strategies.”


    Tax regimes and mining codes that hail from the era of the Washington Consensus are still an issue in Africa, though many countries that only recently discovered their resources use more modern approaches to tax legislation. But even if a country’s tax regime is favourable for the government, international corporations can often pressure governments to give them preferential treatment and outright tax holidays, because resource projects involve such huge amounts of money.


    These individual contracts are a problem, because often, African countries are not really aware of what they are signing away. "Governments don’t have the necessary financial and human resources to negotiate these contracts," argues Myriam Carius, who works as a legal counsel to African governments during resource contract negotiations. Before she took her job at the African Legal Support Facility, she sat at the other side of the table, representing financial institutions and resource companies. She quit the private sector, she says, because she was shocked by how easily countries like her native Côte d’Ivoire let themselves get pulled over the barrel during negotiations.


    But even if companies formally agree to pay taxes on their activities in an African country, they have a number of strategies at their disposal to greatly limit their exposure, says Logan Wort, Executive Secretary of the African Tax Administration Forum. "The most important," he explains, “is something called transfer pricing.”


    This term describes a process by which a mining or oil company sells the resources it produces at a very low price to a subsidiary company that is located in a tax haven, like the Cayman Islands. Of course, this is purely a financial transaction, the actual resources never pass through the tax havens.


    Subsidiary A then sells the product to another subsidiary, this time located in the market that the resources are actually destined for. This time, the price is inflated as much as possible. Subsidiary B then sells the resources to the final consumer at a minimum profit.


    Using this transfer pricing scheme, almost all of the taxable value of the resource is realised in the tax haven where the company has to pay no or very little tax. Both the African country and the country of destination, for example the U.S. or a European Union member state, are left empty handed.


    There are of course other tricks in the book of international tax evasion. Logan Wort can enumerate a whole list of them: Companies routinely declare second hand exploration and extraction tools as new and claim tax benefits of them; especially in the oil business, exploration activities are often taxed differently from actual production, giving companies the opportunity to artificially extend exploration and enjoy lower tax rates on their exports; and sometimes, companies resort to plain bribery and extortion of government officials to "optimize" their tax burden.


    "For developing countries," says Oxfam’s Simpere, this kind of tax optimization “is really difficult to tackle.” Like Myriam Carius, she sees huge deficits in the capability of African countries to negotiate the terms and contracts for proper resource taxation.


    In the case of Zambia, she says, "they were privatizing copper in the late nineties, when copper prices were very low. So they were told for companies to come, they would have to introduce a very preferential tax regime. The problem is that some years later the price for copper was very high and Zambia didn’t get anything of that," because the government had not considered the possibility of price fluctuations during the negotiations.


    But designing good frameworks for the taxation and profit sharing of natural resources is possible for African countries, a point that all experts can agree on.


    The art of designing a tax regime


    Designing a resource tax regime is an art, rather than a science. There are too many variables involved to provide hard and fast rules, says Logan Wort. Taxation will differ depending on the type of resource, its location and local characteristics the political priorities of the country and many other factors.


    "There is not a figure for everything," says Anne-Sophie Simpere when asked about a fair share of profits for governments for the resource sector, “but in the oil sector you can make a comparison with Norway. Norway receives something like 75 percent of the value of the oil produced in the country.” In many African countries, this figure is probably closer to 20 percent.


    As a rule of thumb, says Logan Wort, countries should "have certain principles that drive their natural resource taxation policies and these should apply to everyone." For example, companies should be able to own the land on which they build facilities, but they should never be allowed to own the resources under the land.


    These principles should be codified in taxation laws and mining codes and they can provide the framework for contract negotiations with individual companies, when these become necessary, says Wort, laying the basis for effective tax collection.


    But to design these legal frameworks, Logan Wort says, governments and tax administrations need competent personnel. Simple accountants don’t suffice. "The problem is, we often do not understand the profits. What makes a good tax regime is knowledge of the industry beyond accounting." Only an intimate understanding of the inner workings of, for example, copper mining, will allow governments to assess the activities of private companies.


    Equally important are good IT systems, says Wort. Governments need direct access to the financial transactions of a company, which is especially important to counter strategies like transfer pricing, he argues. These systems already exist to counter the financing of international organized crime and terrorism, but not enough countries have access and the knowledge to use them properly.


    Access to a company’s financial transactions would also increase the transparency of the sector as a whole, something that practically everybody – except the companies themselves – agree is essential for a working tax regime. Only if the taxation process itself, as well as the management of tax revenues, is handled transparently, it can contribute to fostering a stronger relationship between the government and those it governs.


    Of course, developing these kinds of capacities needs money. After all, tax administrators have to be trained and paid competitive wages. But while this would be the surest way to increase the income of African governments, the international community doesn’t seem to be particularly interested in it. International aid to support tax activities has remained marginal in the overall aid budget to African countries.


    African countries can take the necessary steps on their own, though. Several countries have implemented at least parts of the above recommendations, among them Botswana, Tanzania and Ghana.


    But even without optimizing tax regimes, African countries already earn huge amounts of money from natural resources, raising the question how this money should be invested to contribute optimally to a nation’s development.


    What to do with all the money?


    "Most countries just put the money right into the budget," says Todd Moss of the Center for Global Development. And while this is the most common strategy, it is also the worst, in his view. By just transferring resource revenues into the yearly budget, governments create huge opportunities for mismanagement and graft. “Countries in Africa have tended not to spend windfall gains very well. Very rarely do regular citizens see any benefit,” says Moss and cites Equatorial Guinea as an example.


    One of the issues with just spending resource revenues, apart from outright corruption, is that those revenues are inherently volatile. Resource prices fluctuate heavily from year to year – the price of gold has doubled from 2008 to 2012 and has since again fallen substantially. These fluctuations are reflected one to one in national budgets, making long-term investments very challenging.


    To alleviate this problem, "some countries have been experimenting with stabilization funds," says Moss. These funds are designed to pay out only the rolling average of several years of earnings, but because they remain under the direct control of the government, they remain susceptible to mismanagement, says Moss.


    A few countries, especially those that only recently have discovered resources, have taken a different path. They put all or a large part of the money in sovereign wealth funds. These investment vehicles are usually managed independently from the government and are at least partly removed from the desires of day-to-day politics. The most famous example of these is the Norwegian Pension Fund, which is fed by oil revenues and estimated to be the largest pension fund in the world. In Africa, sovereign wealth funds are usually charged with investing heavily in infrastructure and social services.


    This, says Todd Moss, is only partly a good idea. "Large-scale construction is probably the most corrupt sector globally with big opportunities for graft and fraud," he cautions, adding that “Tanzania tripled its education budget [with the help of resource revenues] and learning outcomes actually got worse.”


    Instead of investing the majority of resource revenues directly in infrastructure or social services, he advocates for a different strategy: pay out a large share of taxes on natural resources directly to all citizens, with everyone getting the same piece of the cake.


    This idea, called Direct Dividend Transfer, is not as radical as it sounds. Many African and South American countries have experimented successfully with non-conditional cash transfers to the poor, although this is rarely coupled directly to resource revenues. There is a huge body of science that makes it clear that the poor usually make good use of their money and don’t squander it, as one may assume.


    For Moss, DDTs would have several benefits. Obviously, giving cash to the poor would increase their spending power, allowing them to invest in the education and health care of their families. It would also increase the accountability of the government, he argues, because any mismanagement will directly impact the amount of cash that each citizen receives in a year. This, Moss says, is exemplified perfectly in the Alaska Permanent Fund, which pays out a dividend from oil revenues of around $1,000 to every Alaskan each year and has produced unprecedented public interest in the financial matters of the state..


    But the biggest benefit of DDTs, Moss argues, is that they contribute to the establishment of taxation institutions. "[DDTs do] not mean defunding the state, it means that some significant portion goes directly to citizens," Moss says, pointing out that for transferring the cash, the state will need to develop a payment infrastructure, a national ID database and essentially give every citizen a bank account. Citizens will of course have a great self interest to cooperate in this endeavour. This would put the government into the position to radically increase the reach of its tax base, pushing back the informal economy that is prevalent in many African countries and which is virtually impossible to tax efficiently.


    According to a study by the Center for Global Development, there are several African countries where resource revenues could already pay every citizen the equivalent of 10 percent of the national poverty line, among them Angola, The Republic of the Congo, South Sudan and Nigeria. This translates to a few dozen dollars per year, depending on the country. While it doesn’t sound like much, when living on less than $1.25 per day, this kind of money can make a huge difference.


    So far, no African country has committed itself to this approach, although several governments "have indicated their interest", says Moss. But whether using DDTs or not, resource rich African states will have to work hard to increase their share of resource revenues and to manage them transparently and effectively, if they want to deliver on their promise of quick and equitable development.


    About the Author: Peter Dörrie is a freelance journalist specializing in resource and security politics on the African continent. This is his third published story on Contributoria, others are in preparation. You can follow him on Twitter and Facebook.

  


  
    Space: Savior of the species.


    Phillip Keane


    On 16th April 2014, Egypt launched its second Earth-observation satellite into a Low Earth Orbit from Baikonur Cosmodrome, in Kazakhstan. The 1050 kg satellite, inventively titled "EgyptSat 2" naturally drew a lot of heat from residents of the developing North African nation. One common question was heard to echo throughout the various online forums and social media groups, and it is a question that is commonly asked of any attempt to venture into space- and not just from the financially less well off nations either. "Why should we spend money on space research when we have so many problems that need to be fixed here on Earth first?" While I can sympathize with the sentiment, especially when it is expressed by those who may have bigger personal problems (such as finding food, or clean water), I am first to point out the fact that this false dichotomy is nothing short of bullshit. You see, there are not, and have never been, two connected pots labelled "feeding the poor" and "progress". That is to say, never in the history of mankind has an increase in space expenditure EVER resulted in an increase in poverty. To flip it over and put it another way, a decrease in space spending has never seen a corresponding decrease in national poverty either. Just look at America.


    During the height of the Apollo development program, the U.S was spending 4.41% of its federal budget on space exploration (equivalent to just one penny out of every dollar). Fast forward to 2012 and that figure has dropped down to 0.48% of the federal budget (less than half a penny on the dollar). That figure for 2012 translates into a budget of 18.7billiondollarsforNASA, comparedto$645.7 billion for the 2012 US defense budget. To put it further into perspective, Americans spend $30 billion annually on dollar store purchases. I have never been inside of a dollar store, but if it is anything like the UK's equivalent "Poundland", that means that there are approximately 30 billion low-quality Allen key sets and broken bike locks haplessly lying under the beds and in boxes of the average American home. A chilling thought. To boggle your minds even further, the USA spends more on chewing gum per year than it does on manned space exploration. But the focus of this article is not the American space program, or about humanity's need for chintzy crap. The focus is on how space can feed the poor, save the world and more importantly, show that it is not just money well spent but money that MUST be spent.


    According to G. Scott Hubbard, professor of Aeronautics and Astronautics at Stanford University and former director of the NASA Ames Research Center, for every dollar we spend on the space program, the U.S. economy receives about $8 of economic benefit. Awesome. So if I give you 1 dollar, you will give me 8? That sounds like a bargain. Where do I sign? Of course it is not such a direct transaction in reality. The economic benefits come in the form of new industries and new inventions, of which NASA boasts over 2500 patents which are spin offs from the space program. These include smoke detectors, temper foam mattresses, deicers for aircraft (that stop you from crashing)…and a hell of a lot more. All of these devices require someone to manufacture them (creating more jobs) and customers to pay for them (more revenue). Contrary to popular belief, NASA did not invent Tang, although they did use it on the Gemini program. According to Buzz Aldrin, “Tang sucks”. So, that is how the west has benefited. But how can these spin offs be applied to the developing world?


    Precision farming is one direct application of space technology, which can literally feed the poor without a massive initial investment.


    Precision combines GPS data with freely (or cheaply) available satellite data to show farmers which parts of their field require more water. Using near infrared (NIR) sensors, farmers can view damaged crops and can better utilize available resources in a more dynamic fashion.


    For example, the Tamil Nadu Precision Farming Project in India has reported increases in yield of over 83% for carrots, 37.5% for cauliflowers and over 125% for maize crops. These are not insignificant numbers. Similarly, American studies on precision farming have shown an increase in yield by up to nearly 16% when used on corn crops.


    The point of precision farming, from this article’s perspective is to show how space can be used to feed the poor and starving. Countries like India do not need to launch new satellites into orbit to use these services. The satellites are already up there, and for a small subscription fee, farmers can gain access to these technologies and techniques. Some farmers are combining the GPS data with the satellite images and feeding the info into driverless-tractor systems. This may seem like a crazy/luxurious thing to do, but when you spend 15 hours a day tilling your 10 square kilometers of maize fields, and the remainder of the day walking to collect clean water to keep your family alive, the time saved can be a godsend. In short, space is enabling a better quality of life, higher productivity and higher revenues- all for a very low initial investment.


    Space IS expensive; let's make no bones about that. But not every space mission involves going to the Moon. Many have humanitarian uses, and some of these technologies and areas of research not only help put food in people’s bellies but can literally save the world on an existential level.


    Take an asteroid for example. We know they are out there. We know that they have struck before (dinosaurs). Until 2013, the threat was largely ignored by all but a few.


    On February 15th 2013, a large meteor detonated over the skies of Chelyabinsk, Russia. The firey deathball had a mass of up to 7700 metric tons, measured at 17 metres across and had the energy equivalent of 470 kilotons of TNT, or a small nuclear weapon. Over 1500 people required medical assistance, mostly from shattered glass that went flying as a result of the detonation. All of a sudden, the Hollywood staple of catastrophic destruction from above was no longer a fiction.


    There are three things that made this event stand out are quite unique. Firstly, due to mass insurance scams, Russian drivers drive around with dashcams mounted in their vehicles. This provided previously unseen footage of what it looks like to come under fire from exploding space-rocks.


    Secondly, at exactly the same time as the event, the United Nations were having a little meeting in Vienna on the topic of...asteroid threats. What a lucky coincidence. All of the most important policy makers were in one room just as the largest meteor since Tunguska detonated over Russia.


    The final eye-opener came in the form asteroid 2012 DA14, which came within 17,000 miles of the planet's atmosphere within 24 hours of the Chelyabinsk event- a whisker's breadth in astronomical terms. It seemed that God, angry Buddha, or the universe (or whatever) had decided to throw everything at us in the space of a single day. We were caught with our pants down.


    Needless to say, plans were drawn up very quickly indeed.


    Within a matter of months the United States and Russia had teamed up against meteorites and other space threats, quickly drafting proposals to counter the threat.


    Additionally, NASA received immediate funding for their ATLAS project (Asteroid Terrestrial-impact Last Alert System). It seems that nothing unites the policy makers and money people quite like being blind-sided from a meteorite. And blind-sided is the correct term- we know of the orbits of many asteroids within our solar system, but it is the ones that we can't see that we should worry about. It is the ones that come from the direction of the Sun, which completely blind our sensors and telescopes which we really need to look out for. They really can't be detected until just a few days, or even hours before they strike. And by that time, it really is too late. Not even an army of Bruce Willis clones can stop one of these badboys when they just decide to turn up on our doorstep.


    Two things are certain in this situation, however. Firstly, we can not always rely on government agencies to protect us. Secondly, it is not a case of IF we suffer another asteroid strike, but WHEN. Statistically, it will happen, and will be be caught off guard again?


    Not if the private sector has anything to do with it.


    Enter Planetary Resources and the B612 Foundation. These private enterprises both have very different outlooks on how to deal with the threat of cosmic carnage.


    The B612 Foundation, co-founded by Apollo 9 astronaut Rusty Schweickart, plans to launch a private space telescope in order to detect these beasts as they approach from the Sun. They are focusing on detection, which is one half of the battle.


    Planetary Resources on the other hand, not only want to detect rogue asteroids using a fleet of small space telescopes, but want to prospect them, and harvest them in-situ for their delicious PGMs (Platinum Group Metals) and that other scare space resource- water. Hence the name, Planetary resources.


    This may seem like science fiction, but just look at who is backing this initiative. On the board of Planetary Resources we have Dr Peter Diamandis (founder of the X-Prize Foundation, which gave us the first commercial spaceflight), and Eric Anderson (founder of Space Adventures) and investing into this scheme we have Larry Page, Eric Schmidt, James Cameron and Ross Perot, Jr.(to name but a few). Planetary Resources has deep pockets, it would seem...and they want to make them deeper.


    According to Diamandis, "the first trillionaires will make their fortunes in space".


    A platinum meteor the size of a tennis court can provide industry with more platinum than is available on Earth at this very moment. Given our reliance on this precious metal, especially in the electronics industry, one of these space-rocks could make somebody very rich indeed. And not only would it make someone very rich, but it has the added advantage of saving humanity's collective ass at the same time.


    With the imminent launch of Virgin Galactic's SpaceShipTwo, and the recent unveiling of SpaceX's Dragon V2 spacecraft, the next decade is set to become an extremely exciting time for the private space sector.


    We are seeing more and more examples of how space not only helps people on the ground, but how humanity can become extremely rich at the same time.


    So the next time someone asks why we should invest money in space technology, you can put your hand on your heart and tell them with all honesty that space tech is not some foolish venture for rich nations (and individuals) but is the ONLY thing that will protect us from the inevitable doom of famine and inevitable extinction.


    That's got to be worth a penny from every tax dollar, right?

  


  
    Food swapping: getting over the yuck factor


    Rich McEachran


    People love freebies and a host of online communities are trying to help kick the habit of throwing away items for needless reasons. From unwanted clothes to old furniture. People are beginning to realise that the gift of giving to someone else is kinder and greener, and that it can play a part in reducing waste. Now this kindness is extending to leftover food.


    LeftoverSwap is just one start-up that is making it much easier to share and swap things these days. It's a smartphone app that allows users to share food that would otherwise be put in the bin. The user takes a photo of their food, uploads and tags it with their location, and then someone in the local area can arrange to take if off them. Since its launch in August last year, other apps similar to it have been released, like the Venice-based Ratatouille.


    With the average UK family wasting £60 a month by chucking out unwanted, but often perfectly edible, food, there's a demand for solutions that are both cheap and environmentally friendly. Can smartphone apps rise to the challenge?


    “The first swap happened in New York City with a bag of Pop Chips, the recipient said he's never enjoyed a bag of chips this much in his life," explains Dan Newman, one of the co-founders behind Leftover Swap.


    Yuck or yeah?


    The concept of LeftoverSwap and its ilk is either clever or a crude joke, depending on an individual’s preference for leftover food. The long-term success relies on getting people to use an app habitually. The biggest challenge, says Newman, is getting the sceptics to rethink what they think they know about food waste.


    “There are those who love the idea, because they see the need to reform our current system of consumption, waste, and inefficient distribution ... to those who need food for both environmental and human welfare concerns.


    “There are also those who think sharing food is incredibly disgusting. They tend to take a narrow view of the possibilities, and think it just means handing off a half-eaten apple,” says Newman with a reluctant tone to his voice. “They don't think about the expired cans and unopened boxes of items that they've tossed in the past, the plates of food ordered for business conferences that are never touched, or the cornucopia of excess produce your neighbour might have grown in their garden.”


    A crowdsourced survey of Contributoria readers and writers (all living in the UK) showed that 83% would happily use an app like LeftoverSwap. Of the 17% that said they wouldn't, the comments left as to why they wouldn't included fears of receiving “a pizza that's half-chewed or has been drooled on by a dog” and that “sharing food is charity, not compassion”. Another added, albeit in an over-the-top fashion: “it's treating people like human dustbins”.


    According to Newman, these kind of attitudes need to change. Food swapping isn't about charity or compassion; it's about tapping into the “demand for handing off and taking excess food … and we just need to deliver a fun and easy way to do that”.


    “The resources we put into producing, transporting, and preparing all this food that ends up back in a landfill is an easy target to improve because it has never been targeted before,” says Newman. “And the compounding benefits are easily recognisable: less intensive resource use, less waste, less hunger.”


    Additionally, some critics claim that “the promises [addressing the problems of food waste, obesity, malnutrition and social isolation] made on the app's website are grandiose”.


    Newman is a business graduate, and his co-founder Bryan Summersett is a programmer. Given their background, it'd be fair to say that their website's copy is more of a reflection of their passion, not a belief that they can solve hunger. Last year they told NPR: “It was an outrageous joke in 2010, but in 2013, it's very plausible and something that people would use.”


    Contributoria readers who said they would use such an app are in agreement - it's certainly no joke. "Always feel bad when throwing stuff out, rather make someone else happy with it," said one. "Less waste, better feeling of community," added another.


    Waste not, want not


    Leftover Swap isn't without its downfalls. The only food on offer within a 5 mile radius of where I live is part of a jacket potato with cheese and beans in a white carton, clearly bought from a kebab van. Judging by the age of the user who posted it, it was probably meant as a joke. Serious posts include home-grown fruit and herbs. The quality of the food being offered and the ease of participating is key to growing the number of people willing to use the app.


    Trust is important as it is with anything you share, swap or buy, explains Newman. When you purchase something off eBay, you expect the item to be delivered in condition advertised. When you stay at a stranger's house, you expect them not to do anything that creeps you out. Successful swaps rely on users being honest; the more honest a user is, the better the experience.


    The benefits of the app (and a successful swap) are currently only accessible to those who own smartphones. This doesn't mean that those affected by food poverty can't benefit from it, but they are less likely to own a smartphone. So, does this make its claim about reducing hunger irksome? Not necessarily.


    "Food banks have become stressed with government cuts," says Newman. "Services like LeftoverSwap can grow the supply of food available to those who need it, while providing a face of gratitude to those who give their food. LeftoverSwap, and similar services, obviously aren't the solution to world hunger or environmental waste, but they are one step toward reducing both.”


    If the likes of LeftoverSwap can get the public thinking about hunger and the positive impact of reducing their own food waste, then they have served a purpose. Failing that, at least they're a great way to get to know neighbours.

  


  
    Law and disorder: Community justice in Liberia


    Rich McEachran


    In the Democratic Republic of Congo, community paralegals and public interest lawyers have helped people to hold mining firms to account for the damage they've caused to farmland. In the Kibera district of the Kenyan capital Nairobi, a grassroots organisation, the Kibera Community Justice Centre (KCJC) is dedicated to helping people on the margins realise their rights; clinics offer legal advice and representation.


    The advice given can be related to numerous problems that are part of life as a daily struggle. These include land disputes, drug pushing problems, domestic abuse and a lack of basic services.


    People living in impoverished areas like the Kibera district are not alone. According to the United Nation's Commission on Legal Empowerment, in 2008, around 4 billion people live outside the protection of the law. There have been calls to make justice an urgent priority in new development goals, but progress is slow. Also, where there's no formal legal system, fees are higher and bribes are paid.


    A new community justice system in the West Point township in Monrovia, capital of Liberia, thinks it may have an answer.


    It's been 14 years since the civil conflict in Liberia ended but the country is still very much a fragile state. In 2011, a meeting of the International Dialogue on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding resulted in a promise to focus on the needs of those affected by conflict; namely: jobs, justice, political settlements, security and growth. Three years on and infrastructures have started to be rebuilt and growth promoted, yet not everyone in impoverished areas like West Point is seeing the desired impact.


    West Point is a township that sits on the edge of Liberia's capital, Monrovia, and juts out crudely into the Atlantic Ocean. Some 75,000 people are crammed into a square mile space. It's the perfect breeding ground for corruption, disorder and a lack of justice. Accountability Lab, an organisation that incubates low-cost ideas that address injustice issues and promote accountability, wants to help people at the heart of the township influence decisions that affect them.


    “Decisions can only be made effectively, fairly and sustainably when the people who make them are held accountable by those subject to the decisions themselves,” explains Blair Glencorse, director of Accountability Lab. “In many countries, decision-makers cannot be held responsible because citizens do not have the information or tools to help this to happen. This is particularly important for issues like justice and security, because these are at the heart of safe, productive and equitable societies. If there is no justice and security, it is very difficult for businesses to grow, services to be delivered or for the government to build legitimacy.”


    The community justice system Glencorse and his team have rolled out includes a programme to train community members as mediators to resolve disputes. Mediators go out into the township and encourage those with problems to come forward – often people are reluctant to come forward to report a crime. Every morning a town crier walks around with a megaphone, reminding people to use the service.


    The idea for the system came from Thomas Tweh, a community leader living in the West Point neighbourhood. He was keen to tackle justice at a local level having seen for himself how slow the formal justice system is. It's over-burdened and public trust in the law is low.


    “Community-based systems are important because communities are where citizens live and interact- and have done so often for hundreds of years,” says Glencorse. “This creates patterns of behaviours and ways of solving problems that are legitimate but may not fit with Western conceptions or institutions.”


    Prior to getting the project off the ground, there was a period research that involved spending as much time in West Point and speaking to as many residents as possible. Accountability Lab's involvement in the process was to build tools and provide necessary support to those who want to influence change.


    “Communities know the best solutions to their own challenges, so it makes sense that they are closely involved in decisions that seek to overcome problems in terms of justice,” says Glencorse.


    The system has now worked with hundreds of residents and successfully resolved over 80 cases, ranging from domestic violence to land disputes – each with the full cooperation of local authorities.


    Glencorse adds: “We are also supporting court monitors who are assessing how well courts are working and publishing regular scorecards in newspapers so citizens can judge for themselves where progress is being made.”


    Accountability Lab's community system is an example of a local solution to local problems, from locals for locals. This is what communities living without the protection of formal law needs. Local people understand the people around and the problems they face. They know what makes them tick, what's important to them and how to engage then.


    “So any efforts to bring communities into development must be aware of local realities and dynamics, and seek not to undermine them but to support and build on them in creative ways,” stresses Glencorse. “This can create important economic and social change processes that are locally owned and therefore sustainable over time. Foreign ideas that are not contextualised often fall short and can cause more problems than they solve.”


    The community system has helped save nearly 500,000 Liberian dollars (£3283/$5586 as of end of June) in fees – and much more in bribes, which are an inevitable part of daily life.


    In the long term, Accountability Lab hopes to replicate the system in other communities in high-density areas of low-income countries. Costs aren't an issue; they're relatively low. Glencorse says that they invested a mere $3,000 to roll the system out in Monrovia. This covered small payments for the programme's managers, mediators and town criers.


    The success of any community justice system won't depend just on whether it can resolve cases fairly and with empathy and legitimacy; it'll depend on building trust with local residents and building a system that reflects their community's values.


    "The key [to success] seems to be to begin by understanding the local context, listening hard to grasp the challenges and possible solutions, empowering local citizens to develop their own tools for change," summates Glencorse. "And [ultimately] supporting communities around the tools to make them endure over the long-term."


    Click here for more on the community leader Thomas Tweh.

  


  
    Rubbish futures: waste as a social currency


    Rich McEachran


    There's a war on waste and sustainable businesses are employing technology to reduce emissions and make them profitable. These businesses are on the frontline of climate change and are benefiting from the recovery and recycling of waste and reducing the demand for natural resources.


    Waste-to-energy incinerators are constantly touted as green solutions. Supporters of the zero waste movement, which sees all waste recycled and nothing sent to landfills or incinerators, are critical of them and say they hold back waste reduction. The Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives says that advocating the rights of waste pickers, many of whom rely on landfills as their only means of survival, is an important part of achieving zero waste.


    In the past there have been protests by workers demanding access to waste that is being sent straight to incinerators and denying them a living. And there has been outrage in Egypt over rubbish collection being assigned to multinational companies.


    Western companies and suppliers have been criticised for wanting to invest in waste-to-energy plants because it takes away pickers' only means of survival. But are there double standards? Poor people working under bad circumstances for western companies or suppliers are seen as underpaid and unfairly treated. Poor people – like informal waste pickers – working for far less money under even worse circumstances are seen as invisible entrepreneurs.


    There is a realisation that informal waste picking is hazardous, but there is also a reluctance to address the issue. Waste picking is cheap and requires no to little skill. Because of this, and the lack of employee status or protection attached to the informal economy, the picking is precarious. A combination of technological developments, behavioural changes and desire to send waste to incinerators, means that there's no guarantee waste picking will be able to supply work in the future.


    To put it simply, waste picking is one of the least attractive jobs.


    “Unfortunately, because of the lack of proper waste segregation at source, waste pickers get minimum reward for their hard labour due to the significant degradation of the materials they are able to collect from trash heaps,” explains Bilikiss Adebiyi, co-founder and CEO of WeCyclers, an innovative social enterprise in Nigeria that is rethinking the value of waste. “The indiscriminate dumping of waste by households who do not practice proper waste management encourages this informal waste picking.”


    Municipal disposal lorries only collect about 40% of Lagos's waste and a meagre 13% of recyclable materials are salvaged from landfills, according to WeCyclers. Where there isn't formal waste collection, people living in slum conditions are subject to poor sanitation, diseases like malaria, flooding and pollution. The Nigerian capital's waste management problem also means that the pickers see very little return for the hours spent scavenging.


    There's a need for solutions that build a waste economy that can have a positive impact on both the environment and local communities. WeCyclers is one social enterprise rising up to the challenge.


    Every week, a fleet of low-cost bicycles – ridden by 'wecyclers' – collects waste from more than 5,000 households, many of which are in densely populated areas. Households are rewarded with points based on the weight of their rubbish. These points – a sort of social currency – can be redeemed every three months for food items, household goods or mobile credit.


    The company makes money by aggregating and selling on the recyclables to larger companies, that melt or process them and then sell them on again. The model isn't groundbreaking, but it signals a shift in understanding the part waste picking plays in people's lives and involving communities in the management of the waste.


    Adebiyi believes that organisations like WeCyclers can make waste more valuable and “place a premium on educating people on the need to not only reduce but divert waste from dump sites to more useful needs”. This would help reduce the number of people reluctant to risk their lives by working on unmanaged landfill sites. She adds: “Changing householder behaviour is key towards waste reduction and recycling.”


    Incentives like redeeming points for goods can boost the number of people signing up to such schemes.


    “Enterprising people have latched on to the incentive scheme and have come up with resourceful ways to collect large volumes of waste,” explains Adebiyi. “One WeCyclers subscriber was able to collect enough recyclable waste to earn $50 over the period of three months … In a country where over 70% of people earn less $2 a day, such earnings are significant.”


    It doesn't guarantee a subscriber a minimum income but it does guarantee being rewarded for their efforts. It's a more sustainable approach. People are free to choose whether they spend their points on food or household items; this will encourage them to make the right choice. The social and economic impact of picking waste means that workers are more likely to experience alcohol and substance abuse and spend what little money they earn on their addiction.


    “People with no other alternative can make their way out of poverty by simply sorting recyclable waste from the comfort of their own home,” says Adebiyi.


    Whether recycling can be a sustainable business in the long term is unclear. WeCyclers' ability to make a profit will rely on the quality of the service – mainly a consistent supply of well-sorted, high quality recyclables – they can provide and the return they see for the materials sold. The hope for the future is to mainstream formal waste management. Making waste services a utility, like electricity and water, and getting local authorities to improve their collection process could help the cause.


    WeCyclers has created 41 jobs and has so far registered 5,000 households as part of its scheme. The team has plans to empower many more through making waste more valuable to society and the environment.


    The WeCyclers model is a nice antidote to the waste poverty that exists in many developing countries. It's not just an alternative to the methane-belching landfills and incinerators; it's an ideal way of working towards a zero waste economy.


    For data and video, click here.

  


  
    Ecotourism and the dangers of commodifying the environment


    Stephen Angus Peter Junor


    ‘Tourism’ spans a wide and varied group of industries so it is virtually impossible to quantify its value. It is slightly easier to measure export earnings however; a recent report by the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) discovered that in 2013 a total of US$1.4 trillion worth of export earnings were generated by international tourism. This represents almost a third of the global export of commercial services and with tourist numbers and expenditure expected to continue its upward path in an increasingly shrinking world, tourism will continue to represent an important part of the global economy.


    The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) defines ecotourism as "responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people." This means that simply travelling to a rainforest for example, does not classify as ecotourism unless there is a benefit to the local community and implies that more needs to be given than the tourist takes. With a rising concern for the environment in general and acceptance of the importance of other cultures, ecotourism offers an outlet for tourists that like to focus on conservation.
Commodification entails the assigning of economic value to something typically considered to not be a good or product that can be sold. Commodification has expanded under advanced capitalism and is closely related to the idea of commodity fetishism (first explained by Marx) whereby an objective value can be given to something that has no inherent economic value, such as environment and culture. Lukács theory of reification, treating abstract concepts as if they were real and objective, also fits here:

    
      “Just as the capitalist system continuously produces and reproduces itself economically on higher levels, the structure of reification progressively sinks more deeply, more fatefully, and more definitively into the consciousness of Man."
    


    In 2011, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs produced a UK National Ecosystem Assessment which was designed to establish "the true value of nature … for the very first time". As George Monbiot highlighted in a comment piece, this has the potential to be beneficial by highlighting the benefits of nature to businesses and politicians that ignore the benefits of environment. However, it is clear that reducing the environment to a cost benefit ignores abstract social and cultural benefits, especially in the eyes of organisations that work within the neoliberal paradigm. An example of this is highlighted by the Rainforest Conservation Fund who calculated that Kenyan national parks can generate $40 per hectare from tourism and $80 per hectare from agriculture. When comparison is drawn in exclusively economic terms then it leaves only one choice. This has also been experienced in Thailand where poor land management has led to rapid deforestation, threatening popular ecotourism destinations in the jungle north. The main reason for this is that logging and conversion to agriculture offers more of a financial incentive than ecotourism does. Further troubles have been experienced in Pohnpei, an island in Micronesia, where the benefits of ecotourism have gone directly to the capital city rather being invested in the local communities. This suggests an issue with governance and is no doubt reflected in other areas too. There are obvious problems with commodifying the environment, looking beyond economic value is necessary for ecotourism to be successful in the first instance.


    Ecotourism is interesting in that it explicitly defines the proposed consequence of improving the well-being of local people and conserving the environment which seemingly contradicts what would be an expected consequence of commodification. Ecotourism also benefits itself from these consequences as maintaining and improving the local economy and environment allows ecotourism to continue and flourish. The intention here is to create a circular system where environment and wildlife are maintained and economic gain is reinvested with the aim of improving local conditions.


    Despite the good intentions of ecotourism there are cases where detrimental impacts have been recorded. Due to a lack of accountable standards in Costa Rica, ecotourism has been largely been unregulated, leading to exploitation of natural resources. Over-visiting is a very real problem and can escalate somewhat manageable issues (on a small scale) such as litter, pollution and trail damage, causing harm to the environment and local wildlife. A lack of regulation and over-visitation suggest that profit is one of the main reasons for these detrimental effects. Further troubles with habitat deterioration has been found in Mexico regarding butterflies while people have been known to harass and disrupt animals’ natural way of life in Kenyan nature reserves. There can also be ‘hidden’ problems such as water stress; the UN also released a report last year highlighting how climate change could exacerbate these issues, particularly as climate change is expected to adversely affect developing countries where ecotourism is primarily located. There is an opportunity here for ecotourism to mitigate climate change in local areas but this requires good governance and finance to implement certain measures.


    Ecotourism does have its benefits though. In general, it offers an alternative to traditional holidays that lack any focus on sustainability. This was one of the main reasons for such a rise in the popularity of ecotourism as it has coincided with a rise in the awareness of environmental issues. In the case of the Galapagos Islands, ecotourism has contributed a great deal to preserving the region, despite many problems associated with human settlements existing. Ecotourism also offers a way to receive foreign investment and create jobs in a more sustainable way.


    Governance in ecotourism is vital. In my discussion with ‘Ecotourism Australia’, they highlighted the importance of local, regional and state organisations working together. They also discussed how their role as a non-profit that provides certification helps in terms of quality and opens the door for evaluation, boosting the credentials of ecotourism operators. This in turn improves tourist confidence in the legitimacy and effectiveness of the operators. An effective governance structure is necessary for ensuring that the complexities of developing successful ecotourism can be overcome. Studies show that state organisations are better equipped at developing policy that mitigates negative consequences and enforcing certification and quality. On the other hand, local organisations are more effective at allocating investment and stewardship of the environment. Ensuring that all levels of governance work together is important and in cases where there is some sort of disconnect, problems have arisen.


    Small-scale ecotourism projects are less likely to succeed as a source of finance for conservation if they do not work within a larger operation that can market and support individual cases. Larger operations also have more clout when it comes to acquiring and protecting the land necessary for ecotourism to succeed. Finding a balance between local, regional and national expertise is a challenge when such organisations may have different views of what ecotourism represents and how it should be utilised.


    Ecotourism represents a source of money to protect biodiversity, yet little consideration has been given to how this revenue can be used efficiently, compared to aid money received from developed countries that is earmarked for similar use. Developing a coherent biodiversity strategy is a prerequisite to ensuring that a circular system can be implemented. Similar to the above, it is important that all stakeholders work with the same intentions to ensure coherency and effective benefits.


    By looking at the benefits and disadvantages of different case studies, lessons can be learned for the future of ecotourism. There needs to be cohesion between various levels of governance so that everyone is working on the same page. Quantifying the benefits of the environment can be useful for allowing different groups to better understand the importance of the environment, but it cannot be used as the sole indicator of value. Commodification of the environment could potentially lead to dangerous consequences as development will usually be prioritised over conservation. Finding the balance between conservation and development will require effective policy making and involving the expertise of a wide variety of people, from local communities to government. Commodification also tends to result in the ‘public’ or ‘common’ becoming ‘private’, with the consequence that it becomes a good for trade, only open to those that have the finance to purchase it.


    Ecotourism also suffers in the regard that economically valuating the environment is not neutral, given the neoliberal narrative that pervades our society. This leads to thinking that aims to preserve the environment within current economic, political and social structures, the most prominent of which is profit-above-all and strong trust in the free market. For ecotourism to be a successful development tool, it needs to challenge this kind of ideology which reduces everything to monetary value. Communicating the importance of all aspects of the environment and the complexity of our reliance on it is vital for a sustainable and ecologically sound future.

  


  
    Mobile banking promises women relief from poverty


    Tania_Haas


    Why banks can ride the coattails of mobile money to alleviate poverty and how mobile operators are sitting on a $13B market of women without mobiles.


    Dressed in patterned Nigerian fabric, the Lagos market woman stood with a dried catfish in one hand, and two days worth of profit in the other. Corrugated steel contained bursting shelves of fragrant fleshy fish in the narrow stall. With her hands full, the woman’s attention was split between a haggling customer, and her bank agent. The customer wanted a discounted price on a fish crate. The agent was there to collect her twice-weekly savings deposit. While negotiating with the client, the fish vendor handed over the cash to the agent. Moments later, a text message on the woman’s cell phone confirmed her deposit was safe in the bank. The transaction was completed in seconds. The haggling took longer.


    Jennifer McDonald of Women’s World Banking witnessed the above exchange on a research trip to Nigeria in March 2012. The Diamond Bank savings pilot project was so successful that it was offered branch-wide six months later. This year, McDonald went to Tanzania to implement a similar program.


    “Women in many of these countries are time poor,” said McDonald. “They commute for three or four hours. They are in the market all day long, and they bear responsibility for their families, including their children’s education. It doesn’t get more convenient than being able to save at the bank while still being able to carry on your activities.”


    The ease of cheap cell phones using simple SMS technology has catapulted mobile money in middle and low-income countries. According to the World Bank, mobile signals now cover 90 percent of the world’s poor. In sub-Saharan Africa, there were 98 million registered mobile accounts in June 2013; more than twice as many as the total number of Facebook users in the region.


    But mobile mechanisms were designed to send and receive, not save. As a result, the majority of the world’s poorest are missing out on financial tools that could help them out of poverty. Economists say financial services like savings accounts, insurance or loans are just as important to escaping poverty as is improved agriculture and education. That’s why McDonald and other inclusive banking advocates are pushing to implement mobile savings programs for “unbanked” women -- those without any link to formal banking institutions. The effort is based on the premise that when a woman has a formal relationship with a bank’s financial services, there’s a beneficial impact on her personally, her family and the larger economy.


    Getting Savings Services to Women


    The task is a big one for banks. It first requires increasing mobile phone usage among women. Then, banks need to develop relationships with a customer base long ignored.


    “Half the planet’s adult population lacks something as simple as an account to store and save their money,” said Shamina Singh, executive director of the MasterCard Center for Inclusive Growth, which also supports savings programs. “This leaves them without the things we take for granted – an identity, a way to save money for a rainy day, get loans, or insure themselves or their crops. They are disproportionately women and young people, many with jobs and living in urban centers.”


    With 76 percent of Nigerian women unbanked, Diamond Bank saw a business opportunity. The pilot program pursued self-employed market women by adapting the banking model to meet their needs. With the help of Women’s World Banking and Visa, Diamond Bank trained agents, called “BETA friends”, who visited the women in the market to promote the program, set up accounts and collect deposits. BETA is the name of the savings product, which means “good” in pidgin English. The majority of these women saved up to 60 percent of their daily income with informal savings tools, so the bank didn’t need to promote the importance of saving. Rather, Diamond Bank's BETA savings program sent text messages reminding clients to save on schedule and promoted incentives like no minimum deposit, no monthly fees and weekly cash prizes persuade women to join. Agents of similar programs also had to have enough money for client withdrawals when there wasn't an ATM available (many banks and ATMs are often placed in dense and wealthier areas).


    “If an agent isn't liquid enough to enable a cash out, you lose a customer,” said Tahira Dosani, director of portfolio engagement at Accion Venture Lab. Dosani previously worked in Kabul at Roshan, Afghanistan’s leading telecommunications operator. “You need the cash in and cash out points to be able to transact with the system. There’s a huge trust factor in terms of mobile banking. So if people don’t feel like they have access to their money whenever they need it, they won’t use the product.”


    Challenges remain with models like BETA, like dealing with network down times, delayed text message receipts and unreliable agents.


    At the end of the first six months of the BETA savings program, an aggregate of $1.5 million (USD) was saved and 40 percent of the 38,600 new accounts were opened by women - exceeding expectations, and challenging the status quo.


    Women and Financial Services


    Women and girls are often excluded from many elements of society in the developing world, and financial services is certainly included. Without tools like insurance or personal savings, most families working to climb out of poverty are just one emergency away from falling back into destitution. Most of the time, it’s women who suffer most.


    “If there’s a crisis, women are the first to miss the school fee for themselves or their daughters, or they are the first to go without protein,” said Rodger Voorhies, director of the Financial Services for the Poor Program at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. He recently published a piece in Foreign Affairs, which explained how mobile technology, like savings programs, offers the developing world relief from poverty. In one study led by Voorhies’ program, farmers in Malawi saved with a bank increased household expenses by 10.8 percent, which is linked to household well-being (page 20).


    But globally, formal savings programs are rare among the poor. A survey of all low-income countries found that 77 percent of poor people do not have a bank savings account. In sub-Saharan Africa, the figure is 85 percent. The easiest way for women to save is through informal community programs. These vary across communities but the model is similar: an individual collects the money and pools it. Access to savings is limited to a few days per month and peer pressure encourages regular saving. But any benefit is outweighed by the risk that the individual in charge gets sick, has an accident, or the money is lost or stolen. People can try to save with non-bank mobile money programs, but it’s not encouraged. Companies like M-Pesa make money on transactions not on accumulation. A formal savings account at a bank, with the money held at no fee and out of other people’s reach, is less porous and more safe.


    Women in poor countries appear to be more frugal, even when they aren’t the ones earning the majority of the household income.


    “There’s a difference in terms of savings behavior between men and women. Men were more likely to treat their savings like a transactional account. They would deposit and withdraw,” said McDonald. “Whereas women would deposit and accumulate and withdraw less frequently.”


    Research shows that poor women around the world are usually in charge of the financial decisions. In addition to buying food, paying school fees, or sending remittances, women are also the key savers for routine or emergency payments (Figure 1).


    At a June conference in Seattle, Voorhies said emerging evidence shows that when decision making is given to women, they make decisions that have positive impacts on themselves, their children and their household. It follows, Voorhies said, that giving women the financial tools would be beneficial for all in the household.


    “So if you can go directly through a mobile handset to a woman, then she has way more control over those services,” said Voorhies.


    The problem is, many of these women aren’t dialled in.


    Closing the Mobile Phone Gender Gap


    In 2012, a woman is 24 percent less likely to own a mobile phone than a man if she lives in the Middle East and 37 percent if she lives in South Asia (Figure 2). There are a whole slew of cultural and economic reasons why this is, and mobile operators like Mobilink and Roshan are working to improve women’s mobile literacy with culturally sensitive marketing in Pakistan and Afghanistan (page 22). According to researchers with the GSMA, the global mobile industry association, and the Cherie Blair Foundation, it is in mobile operators’ best interests to shrink the gender gap. They say the untapped market for mobile growth among women is valued at $13 billion (USD) (Figure 3).


    It doesn’t just make business sense. Those 300 million women in developing countries are missing out on a host of socioeconomic benefits. Research has shown that increased cell phone penetration has been linked to job creation and rising GDP in poor countries (page 12). A study in Kenya showed that women with access to a bank savings account increased business reinvestment by about 40 percent; increased food expenditure suggested higher incomes (14 to 29 percent); and were less vulnerable to health shocks (Dupas and Robinson, 2009).


    Mobile Money Paves Path in for Banks in Tanzania


    The gender gap is the smallest in Africa, where women are 23 percent less likely to own a mobile phone than their male counterparts. Countries in eastern Africa were the earliest adopters of mobile technology. Kenyans have been using M-Pesa, the benchmark for successful mobile money implementation, for seven years. But Kenya’s southern neighbour has recently eclipsed it in the mobile financial landscape, giving the industry reason to be optimistic.


    A 2013 survey found that half the adult population in Tanzania - the highest proportion anywhere in Africa - has learned to use mobile financial services through bank and non-bank mechanisms. More than 94 percent of the adult population now has an e-money account with over 49 percent actively using these services. In December 2013 alone, e-money providers processed more than 99 million transactions valued at over 3.1 trillion TZS (US$1.9 billion).


    Tanzania has 14 banks offering mobile banking services and four non-bank mobile payment providers. Voorhies said the competitive market has reduced the cost of a transaction there to one tenth the cost in Kenya.


    In terms of savings programs, there’s still a long way to go. Around 70 percent of Tanzanians keep savings at home, but savings via mobile money is on the rise. Savings at banks rose from nine percent in 2009 to 13 percent in 2013; while non-bank mobile savings rose from seven percent in 2009 to 26 percent in 2013.


    The gender gap is another area needing improvement in Tanzania. The Access to Finance survey shows that women's use of formal financial products is lagging behind that of men. The gap between men and women who use formal financial services increased from 3% to over 12% between 2009 to 2013. Many of them are turning to non-bank options.


    Non-bank mobile companies currently dominate the market in Tanzania because they are convenient, accessible and secure. Banks remain out of reach for most Tanzanias (74 percent of the population lives in rural areas). Like the Nigerian market vendors who were initially reluctant with the Diamond Bank program, many Tanzanians assume they aren’t welcome at banks. The consequence is that Tanzanians are using mobile money with non-banks, which aren’t created to encourage saving.


    “This was our big aha moment,” exclaimed a recent blog from Women's World Banking. “While mobile money is re-shaping the way low-income Tanzanians view formal financial services, it cannot yet offer all of the benefits of a bank account.”


    But, this opportunity comes with a big caveat. Any institution that seeks to serve this market must be able to offer products that match or exceed the levels of accessibility and convenience that this population is used to. The market is also changing.


    There's been a recent surge of partnerships between mobile operators and banks. M-Pesa partnered with Commercial Bank of Africa to introduce fully mobile banking products. M-Shwari in Kenya reached over 6.5 million accounts within one year. A similar partnership in Tanzania, M-Pawa, just launched. Telecommunication companies see the demand for more complete financial services beyond mobile money.


    Mobile money has made significant inroads in connecting with clients, who view their phone as their bank. So banks are stepping up their game in competition for these new clients.


    Opportunity Awaits Banks and Mobile Operators


    At least nine countries in Africa already have more registered mobile money accounts than bank accounts, more than double the number in 2012. Non-bank mobile companies have paved the way in Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Gabon, Kenya, Madagascar, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Whether banks can meet and exceed their competitors' standard is the question.


    That’s what McDonald and Women’s World Banking is trying to do in Tanzania, where they are working to develop a mobile savings product for low-income women in this market. Now, more than ever before, banks are seeing it as a growth strategy.


    “In the past the cost structure didn’t make it possible to have a viable relationship with people at the bottom of the pyramid,” said McDonald. “But with mobile technology -- being able to contact local infrastructure in the communities to service the communities -- the cost is reduced significantly. People previously considered unbankable are now considered temporarily unbanked, and a market opportunity.”


    It is through savings programs and other financial services that women from the world’s poorest countries can help their families escape poverty, according to Voorhies. He said somewhere between ten and 30 percent of the world’s poorest households manage to escape poverty, typically by finding steady employment or entrepreneurial ventures.


    Self-employed women like the market vendor in Lagos are leading the way. Fish by fish, she earns a steady income. And with each naira saved through her bank agent and mobile phone, she’s climbing her way out of the poverty bucket with her family coming with her.

  


  
    A passage to Venice: Writing merchandise models


    Trisha Bhattacharya


    A very famous play by William Shakespeare ‘The Merchant of Venice’ had once propelled a personal perception for me, about the world being Venice, and its inhabitants similar to a group of merchants and the varied roles they played in bringing important matters together. Although Antonio, a merchant, was the protagonist of the story, Shylock, a very efficient and clever moneylender was also a merchant of sorts. One of the focal points of the story was that some merchants could be good and some could be not-so-good and could even extricate a pound of flesh in return for money lent.


    In today's world, money is a value of exchange; it is a need and a requisite. In a world where money is considered quite important by the majority, or at least where it drives everything we do, we have, we possess, even our relationships at times, money’s worth cannot be denied. However, money cannot and should not come above humanity. And if most live with this thought, then the value of money could change—not otherwise. I do not see the value of money changing anytime soon.


    
      Regular currencies are here to stay and for a long time, although alternatives may continue to develop, too.

    


    Meanwhile, merchandising at all levels puts money into circulation. Every working individual has a service or product they have to offer, which they offer in exchange for money. Proper merchandising should, however, have rules, guidelines, where people should ideally be paid rightly for their hard work, skill, experience, knowledge and time. The right idea behind merchandising of any kind should be to provide to all parties involved and at the end of the day also be human, even if money issues were involved. To have a win-win situation should be the right way to proceed.


    Merchants and Merchandise


    Every trader or business person is a merchant at the end of the day; everyone has to give something to receive something, and all sides should ideally benefit from this. No matter how non-materialism is encouraged in spiritual spaces, the importance of money, in whatever measure, cannot be ignored, elsewhere. You require necessary merchandise even if your lifestyle is spartan, and you need money to buy that required merchandise, whatever form it may take. Everyone has to behave as a merchant, at the core of it all. A world of merchants, offering a service or a product—this is a perception, but not the only understanding, of course.


    The World of Written Form


    The world of written form, literature, text, which is the foundation of communication, based on which the world is evolving and moving, is a product and hard work of journalists, writers across genres, poets, sharp editors and leaders, who guide the process—could be associations, organizations or a group of leading individuals, who provide for and promote creative relationships and also allow originative and textual communication to support and organize varied on-goings within the globe. Writers, too, are then merchants and so are editors, offering their services, and leaders, as well, who produce various publications.


    Traditional Writing Merchandise Models


    Generally, in the case of traditional newspapers, magazines, journals, book publishing houses, literary magazines, and other outlets of publications—journalists and writers submit ideas, work-in-progress, or completed works to editors, or receive direct commissions from them. The publications then feature a news section, report, story, article, or entire chapters depending on whether it was commissioned or approved by the editor, or higher authority within the organization, and on the quality of the work produced. In certain countries, in the case of a manuscript or a book, the writer finds an agent who in turn promotes the book to several publishing houses for acceptance. Once accepted, these articles, books and other projects undergo various stages of production and finalization, after which they reach the readers through channels such as distribution networks, book stores, e-bookstores, quality online mediums, home delivery and such.


    These models allow the reader to have access to stories chosen by the editors, News organizations, magazines or other publishing platforms. The readers cannot really choose what they wish to see in particular or have access to. The same is with books—readers choose from the titles they see in book stores or e-book stores or elsewhere. These traditional models have published some creatively written masterpieces many times. Their importance cannot be ignored. Therefore, some of these merchants are quite strong and have survived over the years. How they pay their merchant writers, editors and others on the team varies from one merchant publication to another—some pay well, some don’t. So, monetarily, it isn’t always a win-win situation.


    Innovative Writing Merchandise Models


    However, changes have happened and new and innovative publication and writing merchandise models have evolved. Those who want to bring more transparency to the method of bringing news, text, literature in its many forms to the readers.


    
      They want readers to have a say in what they read or what they wish to know about.

    


    The purpose behind a fresh writing merchandise model is creating new stories, collaborative journalistic work, or new work related to new fiction and other non-fiction areas, and it is also to provide platforms to independent writers and journalists, and give them a chance to put forth ideas, which readers will accept and support according to specific methods followed. Editors have a vital role to play in these models. Writers and editors on these platforms share a symbiotic relationship and drive each others' work.


    Any new writing merchandise model also has the task of having a developing compilation of written work in many forms—could be news features, features, short-form journalism, long-form journalism, short stories, flash fiction, essays, research projects, novelettes, novels or books from various writers and authors, from possibly a particular location or from around the world.


    Once the primary issues, proposals or plans are approved by the editors, they are then crowd supported or backed by readers and other supporters, after which these articles, books and various projects are written, collaborated upon, edited and published. For some writing merchandise models, not all models though, once these short pieces or longer works are published, they are open to other publications to see and to republish if they want to, this, as per a set of terms and conditions conducive for all concerned. This generates a lot of monetary and developmental possibilities for the new-age publication groups, editors and writers.


    There could also be new writing merchandise models that work on the traditional methodology of editors approving the topics and deciding upon their final publication, without any collaboration in place, or readers deciding what they wish to see and support.


    Crowd-Funded models


    Crowd-Funded writing models hope to bridge the gap between readers and writers. They are very good, perhaps even fabulous merchants who want to bring more transparency and yes, profits to all sides - the side which writes and the side that edits and brings everyone on one platform and connects writers to readers, through indirect alliances, as well, and yes, the founders, who could be the editors themselves or patrons. The writing models get to keep a certain percentage of the funding-of-the-project whose target funding goal has been reached. The third side, the readers, also benefit in this innovative assimilated form, because now they can choose what they want to know and also at times have a say in what is being written.


    Community funded models are a positive for many journalists and writers and can be a source of reliable and quality voices that can bring news, knowledge, information, original written work, in its many shapes and designs, to interested readers, who thereby benefit, too.


    From the crowd-funded platforms like Inkshares, Beacon, Kickstarter, to other writing merchandise models, writers are given support and an outlet to put forward their ideas and work. Contributoria, at present, is an Independent Journalism Network and follows a slightly different process.


    Kickstarter and Indiegogo are also involved in supporting projects other than writing. Although some of these writing projects and other projects are brought into form for profitable purposes, some of them could also exist only for charitable, non-profit or for political reasons.


    Coming back to writing, these supported-ideas-turned-further-into reports, articles, short or long-form, along with books and other writing forms, become writing merchandise, which could be sold further to other publication platforms, directly offered to readers who had initially funded or backed the original write-up ideas, and also to new readers.


    
      The new merchants are definitely aiming to create path-breaking layouts.

    


    Strengths and Weaknesses of Writing Merchandise Models


    The writing models have a robust collaborative synthesis. They have a mostly supportive environment, which is based on innovation, creativity and focus. They provide a publishing outlet to new voices, new writers, in addition to the views of established journalists and writers. From a profit point of view, where earlier traditional models were giving writers and authors' 10%-35% profit, these merchandising models offer more.


    The writer may have a particular plan of action or a creative framework in place within which they want to frame their work, but outside involvement, though most often it is very constructive, thoughtful and needed, could distract the writer from their directed plan of action. Most often though, additional knowledgeable and positive ideas and suggestions go a long way in strengthening a piece of written work and help the writer. So, this relationship is more of a strength and at times, necessary, too. However, to settle any contrary opinions that could keep the final article or any resultant written work from reaching a consensus, editors have a significant role to play and have to take the final call.


    Active editors help shape the final piece and guide it along, but the writer has to be their own quality controller and a lot depends on what they do and give the editors to work with. In writing merchandise models, where a variety of articles and other written material get published and stored for republication, quality control is something, the writer must take the onus of, right at the onset. Writers in such models are primarily responsible for the quality of their written work. Even if you go to a traditional book publishing house, a magazine, or a newspaper, they expect a writer to have their work in order, to be their own best editor and proofreader. This should be the first rung and must be taken care of.


    Editorial quality control is, therefore, also in place for such crowd-funded writing models. Editors are the strong pillars of such models, because they also approve projects or topics they feel are feasible and would invite funding and backing from readers and the community. There are other responsibilities that the editors have to fulfill to maintain high quality standards of the structure and organization.


    To be crowd-funded, it is important to rely on the merit of the story being covered, the plan that is being tackled. To have initial support from friends, colleagues, immediate, present or even new readers are beneficial starting points and are helpful, but a good writer will always get support from interested readers across channels. For example, we have heard stories of how an unknown author becomes a crowd pulling bestseller in bookstores—it is not because the readers are his acquaintances, but because the author wrote something that a majority identified with. A certain amount of requisite promotional-work and advertising are also healthy activities that individuals can work with.


    The original idea and the quality of writing are fundamental – and this will attract interested readers and even funding bodies or publications. Value and creativity-wise, this then becomes a win-win situation for everyone concerned. Readers, too, benefit the most because they can choose who they want to read and what they want to read.


    
      However, the entire process has layers and it is always going to be a work of continuation and exertion.

    


    Another point which needs mentioning is, if a project or topic is supported or backed by readers and supporters, then the author or journalist should ideally finish the writing project. In the case of an emergency though, the deadline perhaps could be extended or some other alternative can be thought of. Once a writing project is backed, it needs to be written. Readers and supporters are part of the project journey. The writer must share the journey with them, update them about what is going on with the project, and then finish it for them.


    Crowd-Funded and Traditional Models


    The intention behind creating crowd-funded writing merchandise models has been to give readers direct access to writers, to support what they wish to read and fund it, too. * The intent has also been to bring independent new quality work into existence. Some of these merchandise models are also profit-oriented, such that everyone benefits, including the readers, editors, writers and other hierarchical roles*.


    Traditional models, on the other hand, have access to regular distribution networks that provide magazines, journals, newspapers, books and other writing material to readers through bookstores and other channels. The new models are not likely to take over from traditional models in all respects, but may move alongside traditional models, offering new opportunities for writers and journalists and creating a profit generating system by providing innovative and alternative sources of news generation and written work. They will access the readers who are online and indirectly, offline readers too, through republication in print, wherever applicable. Readers who still prefer going to the bookstores to pick up what they want to read, would still do that, or access digital editions of newspapers or books, non-fiction or fiction, or have them delivered home in print, wherever applicable.


    Nevertheless, innovation and creativity could just usurp tradition, so one can't really say anything with surety. The new structures might just edge past the conventional ones.


    Marketing and Publicity


    More publicity is always required to develop support. Bringing established writing names to such ventures can help initially, but it is not going to draw the readers in the long term, if they do not stick around. Quality and good work will find readers everywhere and new and established writers must support each other. Marketing and promotions could also strengthen such structures. Some promotions would work, some won't, but it would have to continually take place.


    The biggest edge that new writing merchandise models, those which support book publishing, have over traditional methods is that traditional models sometimes expect authors, journalists and writers to spend on their own book promotions—this could include expenses related to attending book signing events, promotional activities, speaking at forums, travelling and many other such expenses.


    Writing merchandise models could change this. If an author has a book or written work already funded by readers, then the payment of goods beforehand, could help them cover any costs for promotions and publicity.


    Success and Gains


    Quality of writing is primary. The subjects chosen, what interests the readers, what people want to see and read, are essential factors. At the end of the day, good readers want to read work by good writers and reporters. Persevering quality writers will generate strong ideas and readers will be drawn. Options that interest them will be accepted and funded. Writers cannot do without editors and readers and vice versa, so each one is a critical element of new writing merchandise models.


    New writing merchandise models are already gaining a lot of following from writers and readers—this goes to show that something is definitely right for some of the models. Setting up new write-ups in one place for publications and readers to have access to, or to deliver written projects as books or in other forms, alternatively, is a successful endeavoring in itself.


    Conclusion


    The fact that so many writers and readers are already part of quality writing merchandise models clarifies that a lot of success is already coming their way and will continue to. Further success of these models will also depend on their popularity, ease of use, acceptability by the readers and the new and old writers themselves. They will definitely reach more and more people across the world.


    The monetary and creative role innovative writing merchandise models are likely to play is to give everyone involved in quality writing structures more opportunities to showcase their work; provide quality creative projects and therefore, have more flexibility to work together with readers. Even readers could earn from being a part of such projects. New innovative ideas alongside good quality merchandise will create more value. Persistent efforts to create more interaction between readers and writers are also going to be necessary.


    As in the play ‘The Merchant of Venice,' the final word is that good merchants, traditional or new, in Venice, with good plans and actions in place will succeed and continue to. Those who want a pound of flesh, won’t.


    Author website: www.trishabhattacharya.com

  


  
    Auroville: A universal township, which encourages a cashless economy


    Trisha Bhattacharya


    Quaint, narrow roads, quiet, peaceful and a beautiful green city-in-the-making that looks more like a big town could be the first impression one gets of Auroville. Founded by The Mother, who was the spiritual collaborator of Sri Aurobindo, a famous yogi and a poet, the foundation for Auroville was laid down on the 28th of Feb in 1968.


    Mirra Alfassa, born in France, was named The Mother after she took over the charge of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. The image of this universal city was an endeavoring towards the realization of human unity. As per the vision of its founders:


    
      "Auroville belongs to nobody in particular."

    


    It is a place where universal brotherhood, unity and spirit of collaboration are encouraged. Here nature and the environment are respected. Alcohol consumption is strongly discouraged here. These are the Mother’s own words about her dream for Auroville and her words on herself.


    The Panorama of Auroville


    Lush tall trees, moss-green grass, very low pollution levels, red soil, dirt roads, Auroville units, small shops along roads, pathways leading into simple cottages and simple but elegant villas, houses, local temples, buildings, gardens, more than a hundred settlements and settlements named like the Certitude, Gratitude, Creativity, Grace and others. Locations and buildings like the Bharat Nivas, which is the Pavilion of India; the Pavilion for Tibetan Culture; the Visitor’s Centre and many beautiful guest houses and many other such places, make for a unique coming together of differences.


    Reforestation has also taken place here on a large scale; what was once barren land is now an abundant belt of greenery and foliage everywhere your eyes go. Auroville Green Practices include work on the Sadhana Forest, and are worth discovering and volunteering for. The guiding light of The Mother and Sri Aurobindo in the lives of Aurovilians, is the crux of the city-to-be. Animals and birds abound aplenty and nature here is not tampered with. There are no malls here, no high-rise apartments, no sight of McDonalds or Pizza Hut. There are no large and colourful cinema theatres or clubs, either.


    Aurovilians


    Aurovilians are about 2300+ in number and are from almost about 50 nationalities. Indians, French, Germans, Italians, U.S. Americans, Russians, Dutch and individuals from other nationalities live as a collective community here. Look at the results on Auroville Population for close to the exact figures. Although this township was originally meant for 50,000 residents, there still is a shortage of residences in Auroville. It is envisaged that in the next thirty years, Aurovilians would complete the 50,000 mark; however, at present the idea is not to gain numbers, but to further the vision of The Mother.


    History of Auroville


    Sri Aurobindo was a famous yogi and a revolutionary seer under whose guidance The Mother also grew as a spiritual powerhouse. Born to an Egyptian mother and a Turkish father, since childhood, she had considered herself a citizen of the world. She wrote the charter for Auroville. The construction of the Matrimandir, a place for concentration, like a mother temple, considered to be the soul of Auroville, started in 1974.


    The development of Auroville has taken place over the years since 1968. A few initial arrangements gave rise to more settlements as time passed. Inexpensive thatched huts gave way to row houses and to villa-style cottages and even apartments. Services and businesses developed, and Auroville authorities and Aurovilians tried to develop work, which would help the surrounding villages, too. The bioregion is also a part of this uniting.


    Auroville is divided into zones: the Industrial zone consists of a variety of projects, the cultural zone that house pavilions of different nations, a residential zone and the International zone, which consists of current buildings and future development projects, and the Greenbelt, which is residence to those who are into farming, reforestation and are taking care of farm land—each with its specific purpose as per the Galaxy plan, which is the master plan, based upon which, the township has been developed.


    Philosophy and Ideologies of Auroville


    The charter of Auroville guides Auroville. The city-in-progress that lives now, tries to keep alive many of the teachings.


    
      All is collective property here.

    


    Land and Immovable property do not belong to anyone, but are the joint property of Auroville. Cars, bikes and other belongings are still counted as personal belongings.


    There are a lot of meditation, language(s) and varied other classes held within Auroville premises. The relationship between Auroville and its neighbouring locations is interdependent. Auroville is a place where individuals from different nationalities live as one community, and aim at working towards serving the collective group they live in by providing means of livelihood to thousands of people from neighboring villages, including giving them free education and health services. Every Aurovilian must be engaged in any industrial unit, business or project to serve the community, as per guidelines. They must also give five hours of their daily time to the community.


    The Process of becoming an Aurovilian


    This new-form-of-city has newcomers, i.e., those wanting to settle down here, and those, who are old dwellers here. The process of becoming an Aurovilian is methodical. The Entry Service in Auroville has a significant role to perform for this. From the stage of being a guest, for a three month period, one moves into the newcomer stage for a period of a year or more, and then further upon approval from organizing bodies like the Residents Assembly, and recommendation from other Aurovilians, the person is accepted as an Aurovilian.


    Newcomers must ideally have about US$50,000 on their own (for a couple), covering a period of three years, to sustain themselves in Auroville, and have to engage in some full-time activity to be called a resident. This amount will also be used to build themselves a place-to-stay in Auroville due to the shortage of residences. Recommended maximum cost according to the Housing Policy for a house in Auroville is Rs. 12 Lakhs, excluding furnishing, fittings and infrastructure. This amount will also be used for purchasing a two-wheeler, for basic necessities and for any community expenses. Applications from dedicated people with smaller financial resources are also considered.


    Individual Aurovilians and Newcomers have to pay approximately $48-$50 per month as a monthly contribution to the Auroville fund. Even visitors to Auroville are asked to contribute a small amount to the fund per day, during their stay. This is included as part of the guest accommodation payment if it is a registered guest house. Some people stay in Auroville for months or for 2-3 years and leave. Some, never leave. Any Aurovilian whose name is removed from the Master List is considered to have left Auroville permanently.


    Housing in Auroville


    Constructions in Auroville like buildings, houses and apartments, whether being used as homes, or otherwise, belong to the foundation and not to the individual(s) occupying them. They are only deemed caretakers or stewards of the units they live in. Housing projects continue to grow in Auroville to accommodate newcomers and increasing residents of the township. Building one's own house is also possible in Auroville.


    Non-Monetary Transactions


    There are several parameters followed in this collaborative environment. As per the ideologies laid down by The Mother there has been a stress upon the non-regulation of money and encouragement of a cashless economy. The premise behind encouraging this cashless existence in Auroville is based upon The Mother’s teachings, according to which she had envisaged that within Auroville, money would not be used, and only when it came to interaction with the outside world, money would be used. However, this has not been achieved and money still circulates here. This attempt at avoiding the exchange of money has not really been that successful. Although there are some external banks here and regular ATMs here like those of Citibank, ICICI and SBI, they are not really part of the Aurovilian collective structure. Aurovilians can have accounts in such banks.


    The Auroville Foundation


    After the Mother passed away, there were conflicts between many Aurovilians and the Sri Aurobindo Society, so the Government of India had to intervene, and developed several legal associations. The legal government authorities in Auroville, consists of the following: The Governing Board, The International Advisory Council, Residents Assembly. Another legal body is the Funds and Assets Management Committee.


    The internal structure consists of several of the following working groups: the Auroville Council, Auroville Village Action Group, The Budget Coordination Committee, L’Avenir d’ Auroville, the Housing Service, the Entry Service, the Green Group, The Forest and Farm groups, Auroville Village Action Trust, PT Purchasing Service, Pour Tous Distribution Centre, Connections, and Small Employees Welfare Associations.


    Take a look at the Master plan for more details. Every organization has different functions to perform, some of which would include settling any conflicts that arise in the city. For example, any occupation-of-housing related conflicts are settled mainly by the Housing Service.


    Central Fund and Contributions


    Auroville has monetary needs that are fulfilled by a Central Fund. This central fund accepts contributions from those who can contribute, in pecuniary terms. They could be patrons or associations. Statements of support have come from various important organizations and personalities.


    The Central Fund is also supported by accumulated interests from the Auroville Maintenance Fund or The Financial Service. Commercial unit contributions, Service Units and Guest House Contributions, Monthly Fee Contributions, Donations from other sources, all support the Central Fund. Even visitors to the community can contribute to the central fund or to Aurovilians carrying out developmental work, but it is not mandatory. Anyone can participate in the development of Auroville. The funds are used for the development and well-being of the inhabitants and for other activities essential to the system that the City of Dawn, Auroville, operates within.


    System of Salary or Maintenance


    There is the concept of support from the Central Fund, which is in the range of Rs 8,000 to Rs 15,000 that every Aurovilian gets every month (credited to their account with the Financial Service), provided they are working or have set up some commercial unit or service rendering business. However, it is not enough. As said one Aurovilian to me, “It is too small an amount to live our lives comfortably in, so we have to work within and from Auroville, to earn more.” The personal wealth of Aurovilians also varies due to where they originally come from, and the kind of projects they handle.


    However, the maintenance Aurovilians receive is structured - like there is maintenance for Aurovilians who work in its commercial and self-supporting units, and those who are part of centrally supported services that are approved. Then there is payment of maintenance directly by the commercial and self-supporting units to people working within the units, without taking the help of the central fund. A closer look at these economy and maintenance groups in Auroville would shed more light on the inner workings within Auroville.


    The Non-Cash Exchanges


    Account system


    Aligning themselves with the non-use of cash while carrying out necessary, daily transactions like those on food, clothing, other items of use and even services, a system of accounts is being supported by the Financial Service also known as the Auroville Maintenance Fund—this is only for Aurovilians. This organization acts as a bank for Aurovilians. Each account contains money against the names of the particular resident. Whenever they have to pay at specific restaurants, cafes, boutiques, and several other Auroville units, they mention their account number in a register, their name, the amount to be paid and put their signatures, too. At the end of each month, the dues are cleared by the Financial Service Centre.


    Food and Clothes


    One of the unique features of the town is the Solar Kitchen or the Soliare Cuisine Pour Tous, which is the Auroville community kitchen. The Mother encouraged all the food being made in one area and eating together as a group. The food from the Solar Kitchen serves about 400 lunches every day and remaining food also go to schools and other eateries. To eat here, use a guest card or an aurocard or buy meal coupons from the Guest Service. You also cannot pay in cash at La Terrace, Le Morgan, or the Pour Tous Snack Bar. A few communities like Vikas Verite, Aspiration, Creativity, also have their own community kitchens. You may not get any food in the guesthouses or lodgings, so be prepared to eat outside, like at the Italian Tanto Restaurant or the Frites Snacks Corner.


    A lot of other items being produced in Auroville like organic food, natural products and other such Auroville produced items, are also available and sold at certain prices.


    People buy clothes here either from Pondicherry nearby or from within the Visitors’ Centre, which has three boutiques—they take money and also account numbers. One can also check out Clothing available online. There is a Freestore, here, too. Nandini, a unit, also provides in this segment. You also cannot pay in cash at Pour Tous or the Auroville Library. The Pour Tous distribution Centre is an important feature of Auroville.


    Aurocards


    These Guest Cards are available by opening a Guest account with the Financial Services Center for those who are likely to remain in Auroville for a week and above. So, Aurocards can be used in outlets where cash is not accepted. You can top up these cards with cash at the Financial Service Centre.


    Cash Transactions


    For lodging, goods, purchasing other basic necessities, including transport to, from and within Auroville as well, visitors have to pay in cash. Most outlets in Auroville, like bookstores in the Visitor’s Centre, the Freeland bookstore, accept money, account numbers and Aurocards. Expenses here on many items are just as much as in other small and big cities of India. There are a lot of local shops here, too, which are not 'Auroville units’ associated with the Auroville foundation. You can pay in cash at these outlets. For lodging, you can pay in cash at most guest houses.


    If an Aurovilian was travelling out of Auroville, they would need handy cash. They ride bikes or scooters around town - to maintain all this, they need money. To purchase electrical items, air conditioners or coolers, refrigerators, and other necessities, which may not be available with the local manufacturers in Auroville, they need to purchase it from outside.


    Have they been successful?


    Their non-monetary beliefs do make things less money oriented, at least on the surface. Aurovilians have a simpler lifestyle compared to other cities of India. Nonetheless, as is the case with most cities, one does need money to survive here, even for the basic lifestyles they follow.


    Instances of Aurovilians not worrying over money issues are also there. Some would even give you a guest room to stay in before they charge you for it or won’t ask you for your credit card to ensure you do not leave without paying them. They don’t even check your room as you go, to see if you broke anything during your stay. However, there are also cases, where some Aurovilians are bothered about money.


    Education and health care, culture and sports activities are all free here. On the whole though, Auroville's internal cash-resistant orientation does not really have a strong grip on its residents.


    Thoughts from an Aurovilian on life in Auroville and the importance of money


    “It is not what we are doing which should be important, but the way it is done. And the way it should be done, if possible, is only if there is a change of consciousness. This can come from an aspiration to achieve a higher force of knowledge, which is working to bring harmony into life. The ‘mental’ should be quiet if we want to receive any higher inspiration to produce changes.


    What we have done in Auroville are many activities to open ways to our villages around Auroville to feel that Auroville is open for them too if they want it. For that, we have developed many activities, to bring people together or teach them handicraft to be developed in their communities itself; then we have schools, playgrounds, pre-creche and boarding for children in difficulties.


    The ideal in dealing with money is that it is quite linked with the change of consciousness and the removing of our own ego. Right now what is implemented in Auroville, looks to be a covering of the importance of money, but in mind and in practice the importance of money is there. As money gradually became an important matter, loans, if needed, in Auroville are now difficult to apply to, with a lot of conditions. We should have the capacity to judge if the demand is for the ideal or for a different purpose.


    Unless we are fully dedicated to the aim of Auroville and place emphasis on our inner development, money will get more importance. Nevertheless, if we have money, it should be dedicated to the Ideal, which is a collective life far from egoism.


    The fundamental of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother's teachings is, "all life is Yoga"; spiritual development should be brought into life in order to change it into a beautiful reality of beauty, joy, real love and peace.”


    — Andre T., New Creation Auroville, Aurovilian since 1973 (Originally from South of France)


    Thoughts of other Aurovilians and Visitors


    “I have stayed here all my life. I am French and I married an American. I have been to America and to France, but Auroville is my home. When I was in America, I missed this place more than anywhere else, and I knew I had to come back. " — Aurovilian


    “I am originally from France and have lived here for seven years. The process of becoming an Aurovilian is a long one. If you build a house here as an Aurovilian, it is not yours, but you can live there and take care of it. If you leave before the newcomer period is over, you can get your cash for building the house back, not later. You are the steward of the house, and if you leave the house for a while, you can give the house to someone else to take care of." — Aurovilian


    “I am from Germany and am working as a volunteer here. Auroville is a mixture of people from so many communities. Italians, Germans, French, people from so many other nations, people from Pondicherry, the Tamilians, the North Indians, visitors and villagers. It is fascinating to see so many different people, all in one place.” — Volunteer


    "An out of work Aurovilian will get their stipulated maintenance only for a period of three months, not beyond. They must earn their livelihood." — Aurovilian


    Auroville could improve upon


    Exchange Matters


    The power of money has percolated here, as well, and I feel it has been this way, for a long time now. The significance of money exists. The accounting system is just to avoid 'cash' from being right in one's face, but money matters to Auroville - perhaps, the levels vary. However, no one can truly survive without cash. If Aurovilians truly want to pursue an internal and integral system of a cashless economy, then their rules of exchange will need to be more exacting.


    Safety


    Even though Auroville is such a different set-up, yet there are safety issues here, too. There is an Auroville Women's Safety Task Force, because, like all cities of India, it is not safe for women to roam about here, after dark. Auroville is visited by people from neighbouring localities, other parts of India and from all over the world.


    Differences


    There is a slight evident disparity in wealth here. I did see some Aurovilians, originally from other nations, other than India, who have slightly better lifestyles than their Indian counterparts. Although the reverse may also be true. I have heard of occurrences of racism and prejudices within communities here, but to be honest, did not experience any for myself. A few stray cases could certainly be there since there are a large number of villagers and other locals who come and work here and do not have the kind of resources some Aurovilians may have. If such inequalities exist, they should be monitored and checked. There could also be conflicting opinions on stark disparity between the wealth of Aurovilians, but the exactness of the situation needs to be explored and understood from their point of view, too, to arrive at any personal conclusion.


    Conclusion


    Auroville is The Mother's and Sri Aurobindo's belief that consciousness works through the material in the world. The reasons for not supporting the internal exchange of cash within the township, was to make sure that Aurovilians concentrated on the yoga of work and on their inner development.


    
      And saw money as a collective possession.

    


    They have tried to do it, by keeping money out of some of their main internal systems. However, money is an importance they cannot avoid. Funds are still needed, to carry out distinct features laid down as guiding principles and establish structures within the Auroville project.


    The lessons to learn from the collaborative and cash-resistant ideology of Auroville, in the present economic context of changing-forms-and-value-of-money, is that such a cashless model could work in other cities, with or without modern technological advancements in place, only if the related rules and regulations were stricter, and there was an uniformity within majority cities for such a system to work and natural belief for, and acceptance within people everywhere, of alternative currencies or systems of payments. It would not work, unless its reach was more widespread.


    Author Website: www.trishabhattacharya.com


    Further Reading and Reference


    1. Economics for People and Earth, The Auroville Case (1968-2008), by Henk Thomas and Manuel Thomas. This book is important to know the details of the Auroville economic structure.


    2. Footsteps through the Salad by Tim Frey, Wildlife profiles and natural phenomena of Auroville. This is an interesting book compiled in an easy to read manner.


    3. Please go through their main website, before you head to Auroville.


    4. If you wish to subscribe to Auroville Today, please contact them here. Also check out Auroville Radio.


    5. More to read at: Auroville in a nutshell.


    6. Alternative Energy Systems: Using Solar Energy.


    7. Link for students, researchers and professional who wish to volunteer and experience Auroville.


    8. Practicing architects in Auroville.


    9. Unity Pavilion Newsletter.

  


  
    Can you really live on 'social capital'?


    jonhickman


    Let them eat social capital: what the hell is social capital anyway? And can you live on it?


    You've probably heard of social capital. What you think social capital is will vary according to who explained it to you, but let's start with the idea that it's something a bit like money: it’s a currency we can trade or barter in, it’s the value of our networked selves, it’s a measure of worth.


    Growing up in the 1980s on a diet of space operas, sci-fi comics and computer games, I was never in any doubt that in the future we'd move away from pounds, dollars and francs to unite behind one currency: Credits (or Creds, for short). You can only imagine my disappointment when the Eurozone missed a trick and chose to call their single currency the Euro. Sci-fi has moved on and while the Credits cliché is still doing good business, the future of money has moved on too. In Cory Doctrow's Down and out in the Magic Kingdom, characters trade in Whuffie, a future currency pegged to one's social capital:


    "I'd get him to concede that Whuffie recaptured the true essence of money: in the old days, if you were broke but respected, you wouldn't starve; contrariwise, if you were rich and hated, no sum could buy you security and peace. By measuring the thing that money really represented — your personal capital with your friends and neighbors — you more accurately gauged your success."


    Obviously we're not quite there yet; you can't go to the bar and "piss away" most of your Whuffie as Doctrow's characters can but social capital is increasingly talked about and valued in contemporary society. In the same year that Down and out in the Magic Kingdom was published, academic researcher Qihai Huang noted that academic interest in the term 'social capital' had exploded through the 1990s and into the start of the 2000s. This academic interest isn't just abstract, ivory tower work, rather it informs and reflects contemporaneous public policy work from local level initiatives to the decision making and operations of the World Bank. The rockstar academic of this field is Robert Putnam who, building on the work of James Coleman, provided a model to measure social capital; in the bestselling book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community Putnam linked the membership of clubs and societies to the amount of social capital in a community - and he found America's cupboards to be pretty bare. His book's title comes from the observation that, in the 90s communities he studied, people went to bowling allies in small family and friendship groups, not in community leagues as they might have done earlier in the 20th century. Putnam was concerned with the decline of public engagement in all aspects of civic life and measuring social capital gave him a bellwether to track it. If you follow Putnam's logic then the development of social capital, by encouraging networks to develop, can lead to improvements in civic life and better outcomes for communities and for the individuals within them. Indeed, this is the thinking that the World Bank is using: by actively developing social capital they can build communities that are more resilient and better able to function (in the way that the World Bank needs them to).


    At this point it is useful to ask ourselves again: what on Earth is social capital, anyway? The origination of the term 'social capital' is most commonly attributed to the French scholar and public intellectual Pierre Bourdieu who defined it as the:


    
      aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition

    


    Or put another way, social capital is the value of your access to a set of collectively owned resources that you have in common with a group; it is the value of the network (which is what Putnam and his heirs are trying to measure) but it's also an individual measure of one's ability to access and make calls on the resources. Doctrow's Whuffie is a measure of the latter: it's the esteem that allows an individual to draw upon the shared resources. In a sense Whuffie is already here because every time you ask a group of people for help you are drawing on social capital and you're spending against your standing with that group. We all do this every day, every time we ask for help and that help is given with no expectation of payment. But would it be possible to live on social capital alone? Lloyd Davis, a social artist and community builder, has tried.


    Lloyd started a networking group for people interested in the social web called Tuttle Club. In 2010 a group of Tuttle Club members took an extended trip to the South By Southwest Interactive Festival in Austin, Texas. The group took a longer than needed route, documenting things as they went and planned the whole adventure by asking their network for ideas and to help them raise funds. For his trip to the festival in 2011, Lloyd had a much more ambitious plan: to get across the USA, coast to coast, relying solely on the power of his network.


    "The inspiration for it was that I was fed up with having theoretical conversations about what you might be able to do with this stuff that you accrue from participating in online social networks" he told me. "Some people like to term that as what's the 'return on investment in contributing to social media'. And so I was flippantly saying the return on social investment is social capital."


    Lloyd flew to San Francisco on the 1st March 2011. What followed was an odyssey that was part Phileas Fogg, part Dice Man: Lloyd had no itinerary, no accommodation, very little cash but he did have a plane ticket home from New York on the 31st March and he did have his network.


    "I had no idea how I was going to get from there to New York and I certainly didn't have enough money to just buy a plane ticket. And I didn't want to do that. I wanted to see what would happen if I just showed up in a town and said 'OK I'm trying to get from here to South By Southwest. Which way can I go and who can I go stay with along the way?'"


    Lloyd's trip relied on his network planning and guiding his route for him, sending him to see and do interesting things and finding places for him to stay. In this way he was able to test the social capital of his network: could they really get him across the States, just on the power of their connections? In the end they could; Lloyd made it New York and he made it South By Southwest too but strangely it was at South By Southwest, that Mecca of the Digerati, amongst his own people, the people who should really have understood his project, that things nearly came undone for Lloyd: he got stuck at South By.


    "I'd get leads of people who were supposedly driving from Austin to New Orleans and would be happy to take me and then when I actually got onto them they'd say 'No. I don't know who you are. This is a bit weird. Leave us alone please!'"


    In the end of course, he found a place to rest and regroup in Texas and he did get to New Orleans where, with excellent narrative rhythm, Lloyd went from a dramatic bottoming out to have his most memorable moments of the trip right there in Lafayette.


    But the kindness of strangers can only get you so far; cash was needed for Lloyd's trip too but social capital can manifest as money. For Lloyd it was simply a case of asking, though learning to ask for things, and to take them, was, he says, a big part of the journey. He was able to raise money through a crowdfunding drive to cover a wide range of things: flights, a rail pass, sundries but also the capital needed to sustain his domestic situation back in the UK.


    Reactions to his funding call were mixed at the time. Some people were only to happy to contribute, others accused Lloyd of simply begging money to fund his holiday and his whims. Lloyd puts a lot of the negative reaction down to jealousy, and I can see how that might be the case: it's a neat idea, it's a great adventure, and there's definitely a book in it. There's something else though, something which I remember thinking at the time: asking people to fund your entire life – your rent, your bills, all of your commitments – for a month while you put that life on hold and go to America blogging is hugely provocative. We can react to that with excitement and awe, but we're as likely to push back at it because there is something fundamentally challenging about boxing off life, putting a price on it, and then asking for that price to just go away for a while. I put that to Lloyd: how could he ask for those things? How could that possibly be acceptable? "I call myself a social artist and part of that is about asking for things that are unacceptable" he told me. There's something in that, I think: we won't ever find the acceptable limits of behaviour unless someone pushes at the edges.


    Lloyd's trip was a brief adventure in living precariously but afterwards he continued to live a nomadic life in the UK, taking on projects and moving across the country to anywhere he was needed, so long as they could find him a bed. Social capital was at the heart of this, but it's hard to sustain yourself on that alone. Lloyd talked about his adventures with living through his network as being about "a money economy plus something else". "I do live in the money world" he told me "I haven't completely opted out. I haven't had the balls to do that basically". So you can't live on social capital alone, it would seem but if you are happy to live precariously it can get you a long way: it can get you across a continent.


    So, we may be a while off living in a world where we can spend freely on our reputations, but in the meantime we can live in "the money economy plus" and if you know how to work the network, you could maybe get a little richer. I spoke to Nick Booth whose company specialises in showing organisations how to use social media for social good about some of the more day to day ways in which focussing on social capital might help you to become better off: "a big part of my work is persuading public services or charities that if they concentrate on getting relationships right regardless of what they're for, when they need to make something happen it'll happen better."


    Nick's idea then, his concept of social capital, is that it needs to be built over a period of time so that it can be called upon and used for action; it's an ongoing process that builds a network and what Nick terms "a stock pot of social capital". "I talk quite a lot about groups like Birmingham Bloggers and the Grassroots Channel as accidental mechanisms by which people in Birmingham acquired social capital" he told me "and they went on to do things with it. But they didn't set out to acquire it to do those things."


    So a network can build social capital overtime and then can be pushed towards an action that wasn't known at the outset. Nick offered some case studies: "Jon Bounds doing the Big City Plan Talk website or Stef and other people doing the BCC DIY website or me and others growing the Social Media Surgery network they were only really achievable because of the times people had spent getting pissed together or dicking around together. So they were built almost entirely on social capital. All of those three things happened without any money. They were built on individual will and social capital."


    When Lloyd Davis started talking to people about the social web, was he playing a long con just to get the network to pay for him to cross America? I don't think so, but nonetheless that's an outcome he got from working hard to run events for people. Lloyd built a network and he developed a right to call on it to do things. Although what he asked for, a month of travel paid for by friends and strangers, sounds like a lot, he's probably still in credit; Nick Booth suggested to me that Lloyd's Tuttle club has helped dozens of people to meet the right partners at the right time and to push forward with new businesses and so, he suggested to me, the value, in money terms, that others have taken from the network is much higher than anything Lloyd has ever taken out. That's a good point. I feel a little bad now for asking Lloyd if he thought he was a "social capitalist", extracting surplus value from his network, taking a social profit as dividend. That question surprised Lloyd a little, but he conceded that it could look like that.


    So that's social capital then: a possible future for what we now call money, but also real now and able to enrich your soul if not your bank balance. Though of course, if we are cynical about it in the "economy plus" of money and Whuffie, we can lever our network towards a profit. Here's a final example: you're reading this work because it was backed by Contributoria's members. This is a growing community but within it are groups of people who know each other already and have a track record of communal action. It took me three direct messages to people in my network to get enough points to flow in to back my article. I couldn't live on my social capital as Lloyd did, but it can help me to achieve an outcome and in this case it'll pay for my summer holiday. I'll be sure to send you all a postcard to share.


    Lloyd recorded our interview in full and it is available on his blog


    You'll find a summary of some academic literature on social capital and a list of references on my work blog
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