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LETS

It looked like any traditional fundraising event. Tables were arranged round the sides of the hired hall, with a variety of goods laid out on them – including clothes, bags, bric a brac and books.  In one corner tea, coffee and cakes were on sale, and in another someone was offering head and shoulder massage.

But the similarity to other events I’ve been too ended when I wanted to buy something.  My money wasn’t welcome – in spite of the fact that I had normal UK currency in my purse, and was in Edinburgh. On this occasion I needed Reekies, the currency of the Edinburgh LETS network.

LETS stands for Local Exchange Trading System, although its founder, Michael Linton, also chose the acronym to suggest an invitation -  “let’s” – and a culture of consent.

It is a system in which members choose to exchange skills, services and goods rather than sell them. LETS groups can be found throughout the world, and Scotland has many, from Galloway to Shetland and Ayrshire to Moray. In the UK there are about 30,000 members.

The LETSUK website describes the network as offering “equal opportunities to all – employed or unemployed, black or white, able or disabled.”  It is open not only to individuals but also to organisations, and many clubs, charities, voluntary groups, housing cooperatives and small businesses are members.

When I attended the Social and Swap Event described above, I joined LETS, with £5 of normal money. I very quickly received an email giving me my membership number and password, which enables me to visit the website and view the directory of services on offer.

And what an array of services there are! You can find someone to build your flatpack furniture, bed and breakfast for a visiting friend or relative, or a bagpiper who will play at your parties. You can borrow items ranging from an accordion to a wallpaper stripper, have your trousers hemmed, a troublesome computer fixed or your hair cut.

Of course you have to give something in return, and members are keen to point out that everyone has something to offer. Sought after services include house sitting, when deliveries are due and the householder can’t be there, plant watering when people are away, and dog walking. Help with gardening or decorating is appreciated, and can involve more than one person, so that someone new to the task can be given help if necessary.

Having decided which service you want to use, you then negotiate a deal with the provider. using the local LETS currency. In Edinburgh this is Reekies, Elsewhere it will have a different name. in West Lothian, for example, it is Shales and in Ayrshire Thistles.

1 Reekie is approximately equal to £1. When the work is completed a Reekie cheque is made out and sent to the administrator, who credits one account and debits the other. The currency is virtual, and all records are kept online. For anyone not computer literate, a buddy will be provided to help.

LETS is run by and for its’ members, and is non profit making. It creates wealth which circulates locally and benefits the community.

LETS is a hopeful sign that a lot of people are looking for an alternative to the profit driven, supermarket dominated economy that is presently failing so many. And In the present climate of job losses, cuts to valuable services and price increases, there is going to be even more need for such a system, based on the exchange of services rather than money.

For more information on LETS go to the following links:

http://www.letslinkuk.net/
http://www.lets-linkup.com/4113-Scotland.htm
