Note: This is very much a work-in-progress.  Any feedback is appreciated and should be directed to board@ncplenty.org.  Thanks, NCPlenty

Background
Organizational Philosophy
In October 2002, NCPlenty, Inc. released a local currency called the PLENTY (for Piedmont Local EcoNomy Tender) to 85 members.  Drawing inspiration from successful local currency models such as that presented by Ithaca Hours, a group of concerned citizens and neighbors created the PLENTY currency as a tool to promote local commerce, environmental responsibility, self-reliance, fair wages, and neighborliness.

What brought these people together, and why did they feel such lofty goals could be addressed through what are essentially pieces of paper?  
Community currencies are used to direct monetary resources into focused circuits of exchange.  The premise is simple: money is only spent where it is accepted, and if the money is only accepted locally its circulation can be kept local.  Consumers concerned with a strong local economy (and in giving their neighborhoods and communities the economic power to make decisions inline with local values, rather than being beholden to globe-spanning corporations with no vested interest in the region) wish to spend the currency, providing incentive for providers to accept it.  Accepting the currency is only feasible for local businesses that shop locally because supplies and services from outside the region cannot be paid for with local scrip, providing incentive for businesses to redirect their spending into other local providers where possible.  A critical mass of local businesses providing goods and services in exchange for the currency increases the community’s self-reliance as more and more of its needs are met locally, while fewer and fewer of its monetary resources exit the local economy.  Increased productivity and retention of monetary resources creates opportunities for additional entrepreneurial ventures—particularly effective if these efforts are directed into ways for the community to meet even more of its own needs.
The financial benefits of the above cycle are by no means the limit of a local currency’s potential.  Decreased reliance on imported goods means reduced transportation, a major source of pollution.  Local businesses are bound by law to adhere to the community’s own environmental standards and naturally have a connection to the region which provides an incentive to go even beyond what is required.  Likewise, consumers in the community have greater reassurance that fair labor practices are being respected.  In the current global economy, environmental and labor practices are largely hidden because so many products and services originate “out of sight, out of mind” from the local consumer.
A softer side of this phenomenon is that of preserving the look and feel of a local culture, restoring the vibrancy of a community.  Few would deny an overwhelming trend toward “sameness” in the communities of the United States today.  Small-scale enterprises with a local scope and connection to a region find it increasingly difficult to survive in the world of Wal-Mart, Home Depot, and McDonald’s.  There are strong economic indicators that suggest such businesses do not provide the communities the boost many believe they will.  For example, a Tischler & Associates study of Barnstable, MA found that for every 1,000 square feet of their shopping centers, the community netted an annual loss of $314.  Every 1,000 square feet of big box retail developments and fast-food restaurants created deficits of $468 and an amazing $5,168, respectively.  (Source: "New Studies: Local Ownership Pays Off for Communities."  Reclaim Democracy 25 Sept 2003. http://www.reclaimdemocracy.org/independent_business/local_ownership_pays.html). 

But community currencies generally, and the PLENTY particularly, look beyond the economic indicators.  In business, one deals with the concept of “intangibles,” recognizing that even though it is difficult to measure the benefits of some things quantitatively, they provide enormous qualitative benefit.  A community’s unique identity and culture are one of its most valuable assets and contribute greatly to its quality of life.  Community currencies, by boosting businesses with direct ties to the area, help preserve and amplify this cultural identity.
Philosophy into Practice
The first year of the currency’s new life exhibited many promising signs.  An initial survey conducted by NCPlenty’s Board of Trustees in March 2003 found that 34% of respondents had spent no PLENTYs, but by Nov 2003, a Disbursement Task Force Report found this figure had dropped to 10%.  The same report estimated that the PLENTY bills released, totaling $9,690 in equivalent US Dollar face value, had been spent between 1.70 and 2.53 times to produce $16,500 to $24,500 of accrued value in the local community.  The membership rolls of NCPlenty more than doubled, from 85 members in October 2002 to 171 in October 2003, with 46.5% of those new members (accounting for $2000 of the face value of the PLENTYs though their membership disbursements) activating in the last quarter before the October 2003 Annual Meeting.

The above statistics clearly demonstrate the success story of the PLENTY.  A major hurdle had been overcome: the local currency was perceived as a viable medium of exchange.  In other words, members who joined the PLENTY network were willing, and found opportunities, to spend PLENTYs.  This signified a natural and critical step in the evolution of a successful alternative currency, and NCPlenty looked forward to the next plateau.

Money with a Mission
Alternative currencies do not exist vacuously, but are ordered within a framework informed by a mission.  NCPlenty’s mission is to promote local commerce, fair wages, self-reliance, environmental responsibility, and neighborliness through the implementation and support of a local currency, the PLENTY.  Thus, it is not enough for the PLENTY simply to substitute for the US Dollar as a means of exchange.  The currency must facilitate a deeper change in those who spend it and accept it.  For example, a member may join NCPlenty but only spend PLENTYs with members with whom s/he was already doing business.  There is some positive benefit to this in that the PLENTY naturally cannot exit the local economy, but a successful local currency redirects existing spending from non-local to local venues, and this is involves more than spending the currency in the same stores in which one already shops.
The aforementioned Disbursement Task Force confirmed that PLENTYs were being spent by members but the destination points were fairly few.  A full 81% of the businesses surveyed reported their number of PLENTYs on hand as less than their 5P allocation, indicating in all probability that most had received no PLENTY-spending customers.  The report finds the “typical pattern for a member at the end of Year 1 [was] to have spent at low to moderate levels and accepted no PLENTYs…”  In contrast, a small number of businesses such as Weaver Street Market, Pittsboro General Store, and the James Pharmacy Restaurant have reported that they are holding large stores of PLENTYs and have not identified sufficient outlets in which to spend them.
LOOPS
The Board of Trustees, acting upon a suggestion from a member which had arisen in the context of problems of accumulation at one particular locale, is proposing a pilot project entitled Local Occurrences of Organized PLENTY Spending, or LOOPS.  The heart of this project is an arrangement, called a “loop,” which sets up regular circuits of exchange amongst the members entering into this arrangement.  A loop has no specific form, but involves NCPlenty members creating a self-managed micro-network in which each participant utilizes the network for goods/services and contributes goods/services to others in the network, using the PLENTY as a medium of exchange.
A loop under this pilot project is recognized by NCPlenty if it meets the following guidelines:

1) Involves at least three members

2) Engages every member involved so that each is spending PLENTYs with at least one other participant and providing goods/services in exchange for PLENTYs to at least one other participant
3) Has all participants, upon startup, sign a waiver indicating:

a. NCPlenty is not responsible for the business activities of those involved in the loop arrangement, and any disputes arising thereto must be settled internally

b. It is the responsibility of the loop members to communicate this waiver to any subsequent participants accepted into the loop after it has already been created

Additionally, it is strongly encouraged that loops under this pilot project:

4) Participate in the voluntary tracking system put forward to all members (c.f. Methods)
5) Publicize the collective list of wants and goods/services offered for the purpose of finding other potential participants to augment the loop
6) Keep a centralized account that is proprietary to the loop.  (NCPlenty will never ask to see this account but the loop may opt to use it in order to share greater tracking detail than is asked for in tracking system devised)
7) Share stories and lessons learned with the PLENTY community

NCPlenty may suggest certain structures and conceits in an ala carte fashion.  For example, demurrage (a penalty for holding bills beyond a certain length) is seen as a potentially catalyzing factor in increasing circulation of alternative currencies, but presents considerable logistical challenges.  The micro-network of a loop can provide an opportunity for inventive members to experiment with demurrage or other ideas on a scale that offers low risk and responsiveness to “on the fly” adjustments.
Needs Assessment
1) To achieve the economic and social benefits possible through a local currency, its use must move beyond the stage in which it is accepted as a legitimate currency but at the same time merely mirrors existing patterns of wealth distribution.
2) To the same end, the currency must facilitate a sense of connectedness:

a. between consumers and producers
b. between citizen and place
c. amongst members of the region
Objectives
Objective 1:
Increase the percentage of active members
a. By 15% for all membership

b. By 35% for LOOPS participants
active members = the count of all members who, over the preceding two quarters, have made PLENTY transactions no less than five times per quarter with no less than three different members/acceptors

Objective 2:  Increase the average cumulative interaction set size

a. By 10% for all membership

b. By 15% for LOOPS participants

interaction set = the total list of all members with whom a member has PLENTY transactions

Note: there are four filters for this metric.  The objective relates to the cumulative filter but other measurements may be taken.


cumulative (i.e. no filter) = all time


frequency = only those transacted with x+ times/month


time = only those transacted within the last x weeks


frequency-time = only those with x+ times/month where last



                transaction was within y weeks
Objective 3: 
Increase number of first-time acceptors
a. By 20% for all membership

b. By 40% for LOOPS participants

first-time acceptor = member or non-member who receives their first PLENTY-paying customer (this does not include asking for PLENTYs as change)

Objective 4: 
Decrease deviation from PLENTY equilibrium
a. To within 25% under and 40% over for 25% of all membership (i.e. at least 25% of the membership has between 3.75 and 7P on hand)

b. To within 10% under and 25% over for 40% of all LOOPS participants (i.e. at least 40% of the LOOPS participant pool has between 4.5 and 6.25P on hand)

PLENTY equilibrium = the theoretical phenomenon of having a completely even distribution of PLENTYs amongst the membership.  For purposes of this project, the benchmark is 5P (equal to the initial membership issuance), although in reality a small number of additional PLENTYs have been disbursed through grants, administrative expenses, and use of the PLENTY bank
Methods
Underlying Strategies
1) NCPlenty will amplify the reasons to spend PLENTYs that are different from the reasons one already spends U.S. Dollars.
2) NCPlenty will use the PLENTY as a neighborly focal point even while emphasizing its economic implications.  Examples of this use include regular member and community gatherings or forums with “soft” programming.
Preliminary data collection
1) Advertise LOOPS to members and ask for a response from those who are interested in participating.
2) Provide all members the opportunity to publicize those goods/services on which they would like to spend PLENTYs, augmenting NCPlenty’s current database which only indicates what members offer.  There will be multiple ways in which a member can provide the data, to include:

c. Filling out a card at NCPlenty events or participating member spaces

d. Using an online form on NCPlenty’s website

e. Calling NCPlenty
3) Prompt all members to verify/update their member profile (including their contact information as well as the goods/services they offer to the community).  Members will be able to do this via the same means as above.
4) Gather pre-implementation survey data as outlined in Evaluation section. 

Implementation

1) Update the NCPlenty member directory with the data collected in Preliminary data collection steps 2 and 3. 

2) Issue all members with pre-printed stickers indicating the member’s name and instructions for tracking (see below).

3) Directly contact all members who indicated an interest in participating in LOOPS, inviting them to a social event to launch the pilot project.  At this event, NCPlenty will conduct an educational session on loops and their benefits to participants and the local community, followed by a chance for members to network and form loops.  Extend this invitation generally to the entire membership as well.

4) Compile the loops created.  Upon creation, each loop will need to provide some data to NCPlenty and have the option of supplying additional information.

a. Required: A name for the loop

b. Required: The members who comprise the loop

c. Required: A main contact person
d. Required: Signed waiver

e. Optional: a description of any arrangements planned (e.g. member A plans to trade 3P with member B every month for widgets)

f. Optional: list of offerings within the group

g. Optional: list of wants within the group

h. Optional: indication of which wants are unmet within the loop

5) Issue 5P per LOOPS group using specially-marked “loop PLENTYs.”  These PLENTYs will come from existing stock already circulating, retrieved from current accumulation points (e.g. Weaver Street Market, Pittsboro General Store and Café, the James Pharmacy Restaurant).
Ongoing Operations and Maintenance
Tracking System
1) Provide a simple tracking system to the membership.  Provide clear instructions on how to participate, along with clear indication that participation is voluntary and NCPlenty is only using the data for measuring circulation, not tracking individual spending.  The tracking system is as follows:
a. When members receive a PLENTY, s/he applies a sticker to the bill.

b. When a bill reaches five stickers, members are asked to call, e-mail, or log information on NCPlenty’s website.
i. Date logged

ii. Person logging

iii. Denomination of bill
iv. Serial number of bill
v. Member names on each sticker

vi. Stories/anecdotes about any transactions where known

c. Once the above is logged, the member checks off the five stickers reported so that the count of five is reset. 

Expanding loops or creating new loops
2) Advertise the loops created, making it possible for other members to contact the participants if they would like to join, or to contact the NCPlenty loops coordinator if they would like to create a new loop.
Routine “check points”
3) Host monthly gatherings open to the public.  Each month the gathering will move to a different part of the PLENTY region.  Attendees are encouraged to bring their PLENTYs and share “the story of this bill.”  Members of existing loops are encouraged to update those present, sharing stories and lessons learned.  Interested members can form new loops or join existing ones.  The events will be informal and may include other aspects such as readings on local economy, stories of the Piedmont, or role-playing exercises related to local currency.

Analysis and Review
1) Bring members and the community together for a PLENTY block party on or about the one year anniversary of the project’s launch.
2) Gather post-implementation survey data as outlined in Evaluation section. 

3) Publish a full report, accessible to NCPlenty members and the public, within two months of the one year anniversary of the project’s launch.
Evaluation

Review of Objectives:
Objective 1:
Increase the percentage of active members
a. By 15% for all membership

b. By 35% for LOOPS participants
Objective 2:  Increase the average cumulative interaction set size

a. By 10% for all membership

b. By 15% for LOOPS participants

Objective 3: 
Increase number of first-time acceptors
c. By 20% for all membership

d. By 40% for LOOPS participants

Objective 4: 
Decrease deviation from PLENTY equilibrium
c. To within 25% under and 40% over for 25% of all membership (i.e. at least 25% of the membership has between 3.75 and 7P on hand)
d. To within 10% under and 25% over for 40% of all LOOPS participants (i.e. at least 40% of the LOOPS participant pool has between 4.5 and 6.25P on hand)
Pre-implementation Steps:
1) Mail a survey to all members.  In instances where a member has multiple businesses, present one per business, pre-marked that the business is x of y under a single membership.  Each potential respondent is also issued a user name and password so that s/he may choose to complete the survey online.  If replying by mail, the respondent may choose to remain anonymous.  If replying online, the respondent must enter the unique user name and password so as to avoid multiple or unauthorized entries, and this precludes anonymity.

2) For Objective 1, provide a concise definition of “active member” and ask the member to indicate whether this definition does or does not apply to them using the last six months as the time frame.

3) For objective 2, present a full list of all provider and employee members, instructing the respondent to check all members with whom s/he has ever conducted a transaction involving PLENTYs (purchasing, receiving for goods/services, receiving as change, etc.)

4) For objective 3, ask the respondent to indicate whether s/he has ever received PLENTYs for goods/services provided.

5) For objective 4, ask the respondent to indicate the current number of PLENTYs s/he has on hand (i.e. under the ownership of that member).

Post-implementation Steps:
6) Mail a survey to all members.  In instances where a member has multiple businesses, present one per business, pre-marked that the business is x of y under a single membership.  Each potential respondent is also issued a user name and password so that s/he may choose to complete the survey online.  If replying by mail, the respondent may choose to remain anonymous.  If replying online, the respondent must enter the unique user name and password so as to avoid multiple or unauthorized entries, and this precludes anonymity.

7) Replicate all the questions asked in the pre-implementation survey.

8) Provide a complete list of all registered loops and ask the participant to indicate all in which s/he participated and whether s/he was a founder of the loop or joined later.
For purposes of analyzing the data collected and evaluating the degree of success in meeting the outlined objectives, NCPlenty will contract an outside agent.  This person will likely be a volunteer, but if any compensation is to be received, it will be in no way connected to the results reported.  NCPlenty will provide additional non-privileged information to this agent such as: 

a. Membership count as of

i. pre-implementation phase

ii. project’s one year anniversary
b. Number of loops formed

c. Number of participants in loops

i. Unique (i.e. counting a member only once even if s/he is in more than one loop)

ii. Non-unique (i.e. multiplying a member’s count by the number of loops in which s/he participated) 
d. Total face value of PLENTYs issued as of

i. pre-implementation phase

ii. project’s one year anniversary

e. Additional information, as requested, that does not identify specific members

