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Good evening.  Thankyou for the invitation to give this talk.  I hope you are enjoying the festival, and if this is your first event, welcome.  Thank you all for coming. 

Alternative Views to the Current Global Economy.  When I was given the title for this talk I must confess I felt a bit daunted!   

I have worked in various professions and I know a lot about community currencies.  I am a human being trying to practice compassion and I've thought a lot about the subject of exchange.  I am not a professional economist and I am not going to offer any clever diagnoses of the present economic mess or any quick fixes to get us out of it, but I do hope to inspire you with some new thoughts that are useful to you.

I'm going to talk about exchange.  We'll take in love, money and the economy and have a look at the many alternatives to the globalised economy.  I'll introduce you to the social economy and throw in a few stories and jokes to liven things up.  And hopefully by the end, inspire you with actions you can take.

But first, here we are, Tuesday March 3rd 2009 in St.John’s Episcopal Church.  You and I took journeys, bought tickets, got lifts; we used cars-trains-planes; we flew, we rode, we drove.  A vast web of interdependence brought us here together.  None of us worried about eating today; a global food network filled our plates and bellies.  Look at this building; think of the architects and builders who created this space for us to meet; think of the generations of people who have given service here.  What about this microphone and the wonderful technology that amplifies my voice.  We have many people to thank. 

Our spirituality makes us aware of our place in the web of life: it gives us a sense of awe at the sheer mystery of living in this universe; it gives us a personal mission to practice compassion, develop equanimity and become wise; it challenges us to grow beyond our ego selves and connect with others or with the divine.  

We may feel called to put our spiritual insights into practice in our daily lives: we set up charities, we campaign for social change or we establish  communities to live out our beliefs.  We may challenge the way things are done or try to change the law – like the anti-slavery or civil rights movements did; or we may develop alternative ways of doing things – like cooperatives, credit unions or social enterprises.  

Here's a story about one group of people who put their sense of interdependence into practice.  Back in 1979 some British campaigners got fed up that international aid wasn't reaching the poor in poor countries.  Poor people told them that what they most needed was good tools to help themselves. So they began a charity called Tools For Self Reliance.  Local groups of volunteers meet every week to mend old tools gathered from peoples' garages and sheds – they collect everything from anvils to power tools - then they send them down to Southampton where they are sorted and sent to African villages.  There are now 60 local groups from Aberdeen to Jersey working directly with several African countries.  Archbishop Desmond Tutu supports the charity as a great example of people helping people to help themselves.

Such groups do not wait for governments or the market to solve problems.  They connect ordinary people directly with each other; they connect assets directly with needs and they give people a chance to create their own destinies.

So what exactly is exchange and why do we do it?  Well, exchange is written into the script of life on earth.  Even below the surface of life we find some amazing feats of cooperation.  Water molecules and hydrogen atoms are nature's star co-operators: together they form a ‘hydrogen bond’ that turns clouds into oceans, makes the genetic code work and produces wood that is hard enough to make furniture with.  That’s a pretty good day’s work.  

Nature is full of bonds, chains, links and rings: a chorus of interdependence.  All living beings exchange: to exchange is to be alive.  They exchange information, cooperate with each other, give each other feedback and learn from experience.

I'd like to tell you another story, this time from the Middle East.

Mullah Nasruddin, the famous teacher, was selling donkeys again.  He'd often tried before but he'd never had much luck. This time he really seemed to have found the winning formula.  Each week he brought a thorough-bred donkey to market and sold it for a much lower price than all the other donkey dealers.  This went on for many weeks and the other donkey sellers started to grumble that he was undercutting their business.  

Finally a wily old businessman took Mullah aside for a word.  “Now listen Mullah, we’re all business people here and we know a little competition helps us all but at this rate I’ll be out of business.  I’ve tried every trick in the book to beat off the competition: selling below cost; getting the peasants to pay their rent in grain so I get the donkeys’ food free; paying the donkey-minders hardly anything.  But I still can’t sell my donkeys at your price.  Come on, let me in on your secret and you won’t regret it.”

“Yes, business is a hard game isn’t it?”, said Nasruddin.  “You’re just stealing the land, the grain and the labour.  But I’m stealing the donkeys!”

We can interpret stories in many ways.  This story reminds me of the global casino economy and the robber barons who outwit even the smartest business dealers by simple theft.  Think of hedge funds, mortgage backed securities and credit instrument derivatives.  There is something rotten in the state of finance.  

What are we all learning from this experience?  That greed is the strongest force in human affairs?  That honest business is a waste of time?  How do we deal with the donkey stealers?

I'd like you to imagine a spectrum of possibilities for human exchange: at one end love, at the other, the global casino economy.  In between - the gift economy of favours and the market economy.  Love-favour-market-casino.

Think about the exchanges you took part in today.  You practiced love by being kind to your family or work colleagues.  You did a favour for a friend by listening to their problems; maybe they will listen to yours next time.  You bought food, you bought a newspaper, you bought a ticket for this talk and engaged in various market transactions.  Finally, you may have money tied up in pensions, shares or property affected by the global casino economy.  Let's look at this spectrum a little more closely.

I'm challenged by love every day.  Learning to love my family, people I work with or meet each day.  Learning to love strangers or enemies.  It takes a lifetime.  For instance, I feel challenged to have compassion for the donkey stealers - the gamblers in the global casino economy whose actions effect so many others.

Love is an ideal we aspire to: it gives with no expectation of return, like the spring of life itself bubbling up daily.  As we move along our exchange spectrum towards favours, a little expectation creeps in.  I help you now in the hope you will help me when I am in need.  We help each other for mutual survival.  We borrow a cup of sugar, gather each other’s harvest, or create public institutions based on mutuality: building societies, cooperatives, a national health service, state pension schemes.

But one year I have a bumper crop, there is too much to feed my family or village and noone can barter anything I want in exchange for my grain.  So I go to market to sell my surplus.  At this point in the exchange spectrum, we use money to oil the wheels of exchange.  I use tokens to remember the value of what I gave in the marketplace and I use them to get goods and services in return.  The tokens can be stones, shells, beads, salt, tobacco, copper, silver, gold, paper or a plastic card linked to a computer.  A brilliant invention that gets round the problems of barter!  

Markets use clever tools such as price to mediate supply and demand but they still depend on trust and reputation to make them work.  They are trading communities.  But markets get greedy and begin to draw in many areas of life where love and favours once sufficed: caring for children or the sick and the elderly all become monetized by the price mechanism. 

Finally, the richest market players invent new forms of greed.  Gamblers in the global casinos suck in all other parts of the exchange spectrum: they sell love, trust and honest market business to the highest bidder.  They speculate and risk all for the big win.  But their losses ripple out to effect billions: people with no direct connection to the casino lose jobs, houses and businesses or riot in the streets for lack of food.

I've described a spectrum of possible exchanges to you: from self-giving love, through favours for mutual survival and the growth of markets to do trade, through to the casino economy of pure speculation.   The great Sufi teacher Samuel Lewis wrote this about love: “If there were an opposite condition to love, it would not be hate but chaos.” Let's repeat that:“If there were an opposite condition to love, it would not be hate but chaos.”  The casino economy is a kind of chaos out of which new kinds of order are emerging in response to patterns that no longer work.  The present financial system alone simply cannot deal with the challenges now facing humanity: climate change, environmental stress and community breakdown.  

But the problem is that economics - the discipline that's supposed to tell us how money and exchange work - is full of unproved assumptions that are part of the problem.  We need new tools.

Let me give you a quick history of economics – I promise not to send you to sleep and there's a joke to reward your patience.  The ancient Greeks used the word economy to talk about how to manage your household – what comes in should balance what goes out.  By the eighteenth century the term ‘political economy’ was used to discuss how to manage the nation’s welfare.  

Adam Smith described how the pre-Industrial Revolution economy worked, Malthus worried about population growth and poverty, Ricardo wanted to stop the power of landlords,  Marx analysed the power of capital and the value of labour, whilst Henry George pointed out the value of land.  

All of these thinkers were concerned about the relationship between individuals, markets and society as a whole.  They realised that economic choices are political choices.

But by the end of the nineteenth century the word ‘political’ had been dropped. Economics was now meant to be a grown-up, objective science based on mathematical analysis of markets and transactions between individuals.  In the twentieth century economics exploded into many competing schools: Marxist, Keynesian, Monetarist, to name a few.  But by the end of the century the school of neo-classical or neo-liberal economics dominated universities with its abstract theories and general laws about economic behaviour.

Politicians and journalists hardly questioned these theories as they bowed and sacrificed to something called The Economy; an angry god that must be placated with higher interest rates, lower interest rates, less inflation, more job flexibility etc. 

But the wisest economists know there are personal economies, family economies, local and regional economies as well as national ones and the best that this 'science' can really do is to predict trends in particular, narrowly-defined situations rather than make sweeping generalisations on which to base policy. 

Which leads us to ask: is economics a genuinely value-free 'science' that only describes reality or is it really 'politics in disguise'?

Economics is really about the basic human questions: will we survive, will we thrive, will we be happy?  And just as blind worship of The Economy is beginning to look a little hollow, along comes an army of people in the new Happiness Industry: people running laughter workshops, people winning grants to research happiness and tell us what we always knew: above a certain  income, quality of life is what makes us happy, not more money.

Now for that joke I promised you.

A mathematician, an accountant and an economist went for the same job.  The interviewer called in the mathematician and asked "What do two plus two equal?"

"Four." said the mathematician.  

"Four, exactly?" 

The mathematician stared at the interviewer and said "Yes, four, exactly." 

Then the interviewer called in the accountant and asked the same question "What do two plus two equal?" 

"On average, four - give or take ten percent, but on average, four." 

Then the interviewer called in the economist and posed the same question "What do two plus two equal?" 

The economist got up, locked the door, closed the blinds, sat down next to the interviewer and said "What do you want it to equal?" 

Thomas Carlyle famously called economics the 'dismal science' because of its  gloomy outlook.  Well, economics is currently being reborn: people are creating an economics to suit their values.  They are rejecting the economic theories of rich elites dressed up in fancy mathematics.  They whisper that the Emperor Economy has no clothes and they have decided to knit their own.  Who are these people and what are they up to?

Let's start with economics itself.  In the summer of the year 2000 a group of economics students in Paris circulated a petition.  'We wish to escape from imaginary worlds' they cried.  They argued that the wannabe science of economics is based on unfounded assumptions; it has divorced itself from concrete realities by retreating into unprovable dogmas and generalisations.    

Their petition brought support from economics students and professors all over the world.  They challenged the doctrine of 'there is no alternative' with 'there are many possible alternatives.'  As the slogan of the World Social Forum has it: “Another world is possible.”

Cue 'the social economy'.  The social economy, sometimes also called the 'solidarity economy', is a revolution of the heart: it connects people with people to solve their own problems.  It is also good business in both senses of the word; it can generate profits whilst pursuing good causes.  

So where does this social economy operate and who is involved in it?

It fills the gaps left by the market and the government; it mobilises an army of community groups, volunteers and activists to solve local and global problems; it helps people to meet their needs and achieve their goals.  Neighbourhood watch, wildlife groups, self-help groups of all kinds, community associations, religious institutions and charities all play their part.  

Let's take a quick tour of the social economy family.  I'm going to tell you the story of volunteering, social enterprise, fair trade, micro-finance, credit unions, ethical investment and community currencies.  Don't worry, I'll keep it snappy!

First up, volunteering.  Anyone who has ever volunteered knows the benefits it can bring, both to yourself and others.  Volunteers are the operating system that allows society to function.  Sixteen million people a year volunteer regularly across the UK - that is the equivalent of over a million full-time jobs . Volunteers contribute over £25 billion in value to the sector.  But that is just a figure expressing its relative monetary value to society.  It cannot begin to capture the quality and value of this contribution.  And it only measures the service that people give to organised helping: it does not include the vast economy of favours between members of families, friends and social networks.  In fact, a whole new discipline has grown up to try and find new measures for such activity, led by pioneers like Marilyn Waring in New Zealand, Hazel Henderson and Elinor Ostrom in the USA.  

What about social enterprises and cooperatives?  These are businesses with social goals that are owned by their members or by a charity or development trust.  The cooperative movement was ignited by the philosophy of Robert Owen in the mid-nineteenth century.  Since then it has grown into a global movement.  I want to tell you this story in statistics taken from the website of the International Cooperative Alliance, the global body representing co-ops.  

Eight hundred million people – one tenth of the world's population - are members of cooperatives.  Half the world's population benefit directly from these enterprises. 

· In the United States, the home of capitalism, 4 out of 10 people are members of a co-operative and the thirty biggest co-operatives make over 1 billion dollars a year. 

· One in every 8 Chinese and one in 6 Indians belong to a cooperative.

· Israel's Egged bus cooperative is the world's second largest bus company after London Bus and transports a million passengers a day.

· A quarter of all Germans belong to co-ops and 9 out of 10 French farmers are members of cooperatives.

· Here in the UK, nearly 10 million people take part in co-ops. The London Symphony, London Philharmonic and Philharmonia orchestras are all run as co-operatives.  The UK's largest independent travel agency is a co-operative.  And of course the Co-op supermarket is a leading retailer in many parts of the country.

· Here in Scotland mutual societies account for 4.25% of the Scottish Gross Domestic Product, with an annual turnover of 4 billion pounds and assets of 25 billion pounds. 

These numbers sound impressive but how do they compare with other enterprises?  Think on this: Co-operatives provide over 100 million jobs around the world, 20% more than multinational companies.  And the world's top 300 co-operative businesses together account for nearly 1 trillion dollars of world trade.  

This growing sector is so powerful that some have called for a new kind of stock market listing social businesses that need investment capital.

Let me tell you the story of Mondragon in the Basque region of Spain.  In 1941 a priest called Jose Maria Arizmendiaretta arrived in a Basque village.  Basque culture has a long tradition of co-operative companies dating from the middle ages but many of them were taken over in the 19th century.  Father Jose noticed that when control came from outside, these companies lost their local autonomy, they lost what made them special.  After the trauma of the Spanish civil war people needed work and stability so a group of local workers got together to form the Mondragon cooperative, named after the village.  The turning point was when they began their own Peoples' Bank – a credit union which provided loan finance for many new ventures.  The Mondragon Cooperatives survived the  Franco years and many difficult struggles to become the largest enterprise in the Basque country and one of the largest corporations in Spain.  

Social entrepreneurs don't wait for government or the free market to solve  social and environmental problems.  They work with the market disciplines of supply and demand, profit and loss, but their main focus is on social goals rather than money making, so they can develop new market niches ignored by others.

Take Fair Trade for instance.  After World War Two, churches and voluntary organisations began to develop fair trade supply chains.  They created markets in rich countries for goods from poor countries and they guaranteed fair working conditions for poor workers.  Fair Trade products are now mainstream: supermarkets compete to sell tea, coffee, wine, sugar and cotton under the Fair Trade brand.  Worldwide sales reached three and a half billion dollars in 2007. 

And Fair Trade itself is evolving.  Fair Trade products have tended to cost more than other products which does not allow people on low incomes to support the movement.  But some are challenging that and making direct links between poor communities.  Mari and Stan Thekaekara have worked with the Adivasi tribal groups in India for many years.  They also got to know poor communities in the UK and in 2006 launched Just Change UK to link the two groups directly.  Adivasi groups grow tea and send it directly to poor communities in the UK who pack it and sell it, cutting out the middleman.  

“Just Change is where everyone makes a living and noone makes a killing” is how one participant described it.

Fair Trade is part of a much broader trend of 'conscious' shopping.  It's easy to be sceptical about fashions but there is no doubt that the organic movement has created new kinds of consumers who think about the effects of their purchases. Two years ago, green spending overtook spending on alcohol and cigarettes in the UK.

Other parts of the social economy have different goals.  Credit unions and micro-lending programmes provide 'cheap money' to the poorest at low interest rates.  People have estimated there are 150 million members of credit unions in 92 countries which together hold savings of $700 billion.  

One of the largest micro-finance institutions is a cooperative called Oikocredit.  Since 1975 it has developed a worldwide network of supporters and investors.  Its current director Tor Gull claims that they have not been affected by the financial crisis because they follow a traditional golden rule of banking: know your clients.  So they never invest in anything blindly.  He says that “Banks have forgotten their role as ‘careholders’, their co-responsibility for society as a whole.”

Others are pushing the possibilities of micro-lending by using the internet: businesses in poor countries list their investment needs on a website and people with money to invest offer them interest-free loans.  In just four years of activity the Kiva website has arranged loans between forty countries. 

Next up is ethical investment.  Ethical investment began when Quakers and Methodists made sure that their churches' money was not invested in gambling or alcohol.  People now avoid investing in a whole range of industries, from alcohol to zinc mining.  And they specifically invest in social and environmental projects.  Its total market share is still only 1%, but it's growing rapidly.  

Another group of activists ask the question: Isn't it absurd that we have recessions and people lose their jobs?  All the same people, skills and desire to work are still there.  It's just that the money has disappeared.  But one of the main functions of money is to act as a measuring tool.  Saying there is no money to do work is a bit like saying you can't build a house because you've  run out of feet and inches.  So these activists create their own currencies to make up for lack of money.  

I'd like to tell you the story of Sekai.  He was a Zimbabwean refugee who lived on the streets of Cape Town for several months.  He was not someone to be defeated.  One day he joined the local Community Exchange System; he offered his handyman services to others and in return he got everything he needed to furnish a shack, but then lost everything in a fire; exchange members soon helped him get back on his feet in another shanty town; then robbers raided his home and he lost everything again. 

After each setback he lifted himself up through the exchange and ended up in a better place than before. Finally he was able to rent an apartment in Cape Town’s exclusive Marina da Gama overlooking the lake and away from the violence and poverty that he had experienced before. Through this local currency system he is now connected to local exchanges in fifteen countries.  All this through giving and receiving equally with others.

These systems are really organised favours: you do something for someone else and they'll do something for you.  Local exchange systems, time banks and the new Transition Town currencies are based on local assets: peoples' skills and time or under-used community assets like halls, buildings and leisure centres.

All over the world people have set up community currencies to help businesses, neighbours, young people, retired people, families and community groups.  They have been set up by housing associations, doctors' surgeries and on the Internet, ranging in size from a few people to thousands of participants.  Intentional communities like Findhorn and Damanhur have issued their own currencies.  And people are developing systems based on mobile phone time and energy saving.  

Many systems have failed but we are learning important lessons to design better systems.  Community currencies are in the same stage of development that credit unions were twenty years ago: many people have used them but they remain on the fringes of society.  I predict that twenty years from now they will be widespread and mainstream.  

Each of these social economic mechanisms has had to learn hard lessons about self-organising.  People driven by strong ideals can easily fall out with each other: the Charity Commission says that more charities land up in court over disputes than do private companies.  So cooperatives, credit unions, social businesses and community currencies all have to get better at governance and management so that they can integrate into mainstream society and be used by even more people.

So, each member of the social economy family shares similar values: each of them uses local assets for local use, celebrates mutuality and gets people cooperating towards social goals.  They mobilise people to act locally whilst thinking globally – a healthy localism rather than an inward-looking one.  But it's not market share or even strong values that makes them so important.  Each individual who benefits, each community that develops itself is a step towards a world that works for all, instead of one that sacrifices peoples' lives on the altar of fixed economic laws.  And here's a thing: according to the neo-classical economics  still taught in universities, this social economy is not possible.

Rational Economic Man would never do anything that did not maximise his own utility.  But the social economy is living proof from the love end of the spectrum that people also act to benefit others rather than themselves.  And there is no economic model for a life of service in the love economy.

As we come towards the end of the talk I'd like to sum up what I wish to say.  We live in a universe where exchange is the norm: from the hydrogen bonds that turn ice to steam, make wood hard or fill planet earth with life, through to the whole spectrum of human exchanges.  Love calls us to become whole, through our relationships, through our ability to give to others.  

The casino economy is a dysfunctional, anti-social system that sucks the life out of other sectors but it's not the only story.  There are many real alternatives, like cooperatives, with a hundred and fifty years of development behind them.  

In two words: cooperation works.  All over the world rational and irrational economic people are inventing their own economies, weaving their own webs of exchange and becoming self-reliant through working together to meet their needs, solve their problems and achieve their goals.  I'm a fully signed-up idealist and I like to see this rainbow economy as evidence for our collective evolution.  

Another world is possible because cooperation works.  When we develop compassion we become aware of our connection with others in the web of life; and we develop the wisdom to know ourselves and to work with others.  Then we can create cooperative institutions that survive for centuries.

Finally, what can I do about any of this?  Well, there are many ways in which you can support alternatives to the global economy: you can invest your time or money into some part of the social economy.  Start a group, do some research, write an article, tell your friends.  Join a credit union or cooperative, buy Fair Trade and green products, invest your money ethically, start a community currency.  None of it is easy but it will reward you through connecting with others to make cooperation work.  

But I think we should leave the last word to Nasruddin.  

One day Mullah Nasruddin ran into the market shouting: “I've lost my favourite donkey!  Can someone find my donkey?  I'll give my blanket, saddle, harness and even the donkey itself to anyone who finds it!”  

“What are you saying?” asked a friend.  “What's the sense in giving away what you are looking for?”  

“Well, I still get the joy of finding something I've lost!”

Social Economy Resources

Volunteering 

Volunteer Centre Edinburgh

http://www.volunteeredinburgh.org.uk/
Time Bank

http://www.timebank.org.uk/
Volunteering statistics

http://www.timebank.org.uk/mediacentre/research.php
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/CCI/nugget.asp?ID=1008&Pos=1&ColRank=2&Rank=208
Indicators

Who's Counting? Film by Marilyn Waring, New Zealand   http://www3.nfb.ca/collection/films/fiche/?id=32736
Quality of Life indicators

http://www.calvert-henderson.com/
Social enterprise

Social Enterprise Coalition

http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
Cooperatives

International Cooperative Alliance

http://www.ica.coop/al-ica/
Fair trade 

Fair Trade Foundation

http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/
Micro-finance

Micro-finance gateway

http://www.microfinancegateway.org/
Credit unions

World Council of Credit Unions

http://www.woccu.org/
Ethical investment 

Ethical investment association

http://www.ethicalinvestment.org.uk/
Community currencies

Worldwide database of complementary currencies

http://www.complementarycurrency.org/ccDatabase/les_public.htm
Time Banking UK

http://www.timebanking.org/
Time Banking US

www.timebanks.org  

LETSLink UK

http://www.letslinkuk.org/
Value for People

http://www.valueforpeople.co.uk
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