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From 2016 to 2019, we were involved in a consortium of partner organisations tasked with realising Commonfare,
an EU H2020 project. The goal of this project was to address issues of precariousness (poverty, loss of income and
unemployment) in the EU through the participatory design of a technical platform1. This platform would go on to
contain a number of features similar to social media platforms relating to groups and creating stories (although unlike
existing platforms, with a strong focus on privacy), in addition to support for a complementary currency – Commoncoin.
Exploring complementary currencies was part of the project from the beginning, as Commonfare (as a system of
welfare) includes the provision of an unconditional basic income. In addition to this, the technical capability of the
platform to support complementary currencies has meant that it can support additional other currencies.

In terms of features of currency, the main point of discussion within the commonfare consortium related to whether
it would be able to be converted into other currencies. In addition to complicating how our complementary currency
might convert between other digital/crypto- currencies, this had serious implications for research participants and
users of the platform, as a currency that can be converted changes the material conditions in a way that is recognised
by welfare institutions that otherwise set the conditions for which support can be received. In short, if a user receiving
welfare benefits also receives something recognised as ‘real’ money on the platform, this could jeopardise those benefits.
The decision eventually taken was to make the currency disconnected (within the platform) from other currencies in
how it could be used, in order to avoid this.

We created several tutorials on commonfare.net to demonstrate the different functionality, including two regarding
the support for custom complementary currencies. One of these focused on the technical setup requirements (as
the Commoncoin API it would be based upon required external hosted), the other on the usability of it within the
Commonfare platform. Reflecting on these, something they lacked was showing how the currency could be engaged
with – specifically in terms of answering questions of helping a group of people understand what the scope of possibility
of how it could be used.

1https://commonfare.net
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To demonstrate and promote the use of the complementary currency, the consortium made use of it in two situations:
(1) SantaCoin at the Santarcangelo Festival in 20182, and (2) Oltrino at the OltrEconomia Festival in Trento in 20193.
Both situations involved close collaboration with the organisers of the respective events, however, in the first instance
the organiser – MACAO in Milan – was already familiar with alternative currencies from internal use. Both involved
the use of a talisman – a card with a QR code that linked to the account – and by converting Euro to Santacoin or
Oltrino at a designated location within the festival then allowed people to interact with local providers, sellers and
events. The card could also be linked to a commonfare.net account if desired.

Since the project has officially ended, many of us who were part of the consortium have continued as part of a
Commonfare Association4. The Commonfare Association is serving as a means to maintain connections with the
organisers of the OltrEconomia festival, such that similar experiments can be supported in coming years, and such that
the connections with different communities which participated (and continue to contribute to commonfare.net) can
continue. We hope to further explore what it means to design when envisioning alternative economies.

While we are interested in the theme of ‘Local Rational Assets’ in trying to understand the social benefits and sharing
that occurs in existing communities, we feel that the ‘Design beyond markets’ better reflects the experimentation and
design of currency is the most appropriate thematic area. The posed questions about design for cooperativism and
economics, as well as the conditions to sustain alternative economic practices are relevant to our interest as we seek to
encourage a critical perspective on existing economic practices. We are doing this through the creation of alternative
currencies (both by the Commonfare Association, and allowing others to do so themselves), and questioning what
features they might have, or how they are able to be used or exchanged.

2https://commonfare.net/en/stories/take-care-and-make-your-coinmacao-at-santarcangelo-festival
3https://commonfare.net/en/stories/commonfare-at-the-oltreconomia-festival-in-trento-leave-your-wallet-at-home-and-dive-into-the-oltrino
4https://commonfare.net/en/stories/an-end-has-a-start-welcome-to-the-commonfare-association
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