Building a Local Economy:   Land, Labor, Capital

Economist Fritz Schumacher (who wrote the book, Small is Beautiful) called for a system of vibrant local economies in which the goods consumed in a region are produced in the region.

He argued that when production is local there is a better chance of knowing the ecological and human story of the production process: what natural resources are used in manufacturing; are these resources gathered in a way that maintains the health of the ecosystem; is manufacturing waste responsibly disposed; what are the working conditions of those making the products and do they earn a living wage for the region; does the regulatory environment facilitate necessary innovation; and do the product and its production process draw on the unique cultural traditions of the region?

Schumacher noted that when production is local, goods need not be transported over long distances using precious fossil fuel and adding to climate degradation.  Further, a region making its own products retains a skilled workforce and manufacturing infrastructure and so is less vulnerable to sudden fluctuations in the global economy.

If we accept Schumacher¹s economic analysis, then implied is the recognition of our responsibility as concerned citizens to keep spending local and so strengthen our local economy.  This is not an isolationist strategy.  The same buy local mandate applies to citizens around the world seeking to
create their own regional economic security.

Our task is to foster the capacity to produce necessities of food, clothing, shelter, and energy from local resources for local use.  In doing so in our own community we set an example for other communities.

Imagine if we were to start from scratch in building a sustainable economic system here, not just tweaking the current system with a few affordable homes or one farm saved out of the fifty which once were productive.  Imagine us thinking boldly.


There are three basic elements of any economic system: land, labor, and capital.   Land and other natural resources that are the basis of all production; labor that transforms the raw materials into products; and capital that organizes the labor and facilitates production and distribution of the goods.
-------------------------

What would be the role of land in our new local economies, land that we all need to build our homes, maintain a healthy environment, and make the products needed in our society.

Aldo Leopold, the great American conservationist, warned against treating land as private property.  He argued that, "land should be a community to which we belong, not a commodity that is bought and sold."  The commodification of land means that those who control ownership can benefit unfairly by the need of all for land.  This speculative gain is an unearned increment, and distorts the economic system, placing value where no real value has been created and transferring wealth unfairly.

But how do we go about decommodifying land in our bold plan for a sustainable economy?
A Community Land Trust is a regional non-profit corporation with open membership and a democratically elected board of directors.  It acquires land by gift or purchase, develops a land-use plan according to local need, and then leases out the sites.  Individuals own the buildings on the land but not the land itself.  At resale the buildings must be offered back to the land trust at no more than the replacement value of improvements.  The owner is able to carry away the fruits of labor applied to natural resources, but not the land value itself, which is held for the community.  When fully applied, when a significant amount of land in a region is held by a community land trust, the economic role of land is transformed.

There are over one hundred and fifty community land trusts in the United States. They serve as one of the major providers of affordable home ownership opportunities throughout the US.  But they have yet to meet their potential as vehicles for preserving agricultural land, and have yet to meet their potential as vehicles for land reform.  It will take voluntary participation by citizens committed to bold change to bring about such reform. Do we have the courage; do we experience the urgency, to reconsider our own private land ownership or to call upon others to reconsider theirs?
-----------------------------

And what about capital.  What is the role of money in our new and vital local economy?  Money is simply a tool for issuing credit and tracking exchanges in a community.  But by giving up control of monetary issue to a centralized coalition of for-profit banks and national governments, we are engaging in a system that favors the largest borrowers.  The consequence is an increasingly centralized manufacturing and distribution system that efficiently hides the ecological and social consequences of globalization.  In addition, a monopoly-issued global currency means that wealth can be concentrated in fewer and fewer hands, as we are seeing today.


   How can we democratize money and again make it a tool to support thriving local economies where consumer and producer are known and accountable to each other and to the local ecological system that  renews them both?   Local currencies are an elegant tool for regulating regional economies.  

---------------------------------

And what of labor?  How do we again dignify the role of labor in an economic system, how do we move from commodifying labor through hourly wages to ensuring that workers retain ownership in the means of production?

Let us again try to imagine our new local economies, where the goods consumed in the region are produced in the region in an ecologically, socially, and culturally appropriate way.  To achieve this vision, we would want to make sure that we placed our innovative skills into the creation of new regional products, new appropriately scaled technologies for on-site energy production, efficient and healthy homes, safe and efficient transportation, a vigorous local food system, and responsibly produced clothing.  

When workers have low-cost access to land to create their import-replacement businesses and access to affordable local capital for financing, they then have more opportunity of being owners of the means of production rather than wage hour employees.  This participation in ownership of the means of production means a fairer distribution of wealth.  It is our responsibility as conscious consumers to seek the opportunity to support these worker-owned businesses.  (i.e. Co-ops)
--------------------------------


In summary, the task of building sustainable local economies is urgent, not only in this country but around the world, in village after village. Our humanity is at stake, our landscapes are at stake, and our varied and rich cultures are at stake.  It will take citizens working together, employing new locally based economic tools to build a thriving local economy.  As we work together we will feel the excitement of engagement, and we will experience a strange and wonderful alchemy at play when our full capacities as human beings are engaged in a process that links people, land, and community.
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