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US town grows money from trees during pandemic downturn
AFP | New York

Tenino had become a ghost 
town, and small business-
es were struggling to sur-

vive amid the coronavirus pan-
demic, so local officials revived 
an unconventional idea from the 
last century: printing the town’s 
own currency on thin planks of 
wood.

“There was no trading, no 
selling and the city streets were 
dead. They looked the same at 
3 pm as they did at 3 am,” said 
Wayne Fournier, mayor of the 
town of 1,800 people in Wash-
ington state, in the northwestern 
United States.

“We were getting a lot of calls 
from businesses saying they 
were not sure if they would be 
able to hang on,” he told AFP.

The town’s museum had a 
printing press, so it was put to 
use to make $10,000 worth of 
bills on wooden rectangles, each 
nominally worth $25.

They feature a portrait of 
President George Washington 
and bear a Latin inscription that 
translates as “We’ve got it under 
control.”

The money is being given as a 
grant to locals who demonstrate 
they have been economically 
harmed by the pandemic. Each 
resident is allowed up to $300 
per month.

Known as “Tenino dollars,” 
“COVID dollars” or, sometimes, 
“Wayne dollars” after the 
m a y o r 
himself, 

the bills are traded at almost all 
shops in the town at a fixed rate 
equivalent to $1.

The currency is good only in-
side the town limits.

Desperate times
The idea is not new: town offi-

cials last tried it during an even 
worse period of economic dev-

astation, the Great Depression 
in the 1930s.

A national scarcity of dollars 
at the time prompted officials in 
Tenino to print money on spruce 
bark.

“The concept became 1930s 
viral,” Fournier said, with other 
communities, businesses and 
chambers of commerce eager 
to emulate the town’s example.

Media attention piqued the 
curiosity of investors, and over 
the years the wooden currency 
became a collector’s item sold 
on eBay and Amazon.

The contemporary version of 
wooden currency, like the pre-
vious edition, aims to help the 
town through an economic crisis 
that forced businesses to close 
nationwide.

“It’s more of an advertisement 
for the town itself,” said Chris 
Hamilton, the manager of the 
town’s main grocery store. “It 
brings a lot of people into town 
that may not even know about 
Tenino and want to check this 
place out that makes its own 
money.

“They might stop off here, buy 
an ice cream or go down the 
street and buy a hamburger.”

Similar complementary cur-
rencies exist elsewhere in the 
US and Europe, aimed not at re-
placing the national money but 
supporting the local economy 
-- a key distinction since Amer-
ican authorities take a dim view 
of anyone trying to create a bill 
to compete with the almighty 
dollar.

The US Treasury declined to 
comment on its position regard-
ing local currencies.

Switzerland’s WIR system, 
created in 1934, is considered 
the oldest local currency in 
the world, used by thousands 

of small businesses every day.

Response to globalization

Facing an unemployment rate 
of 11.1 percent in June -- one 
of the highest rates since the 
Great Depression -- American 
advocates of complementary 
currencies say now is the time 
to consider them as a means to 
help residents.

“The crisis in municipal fund-
ing is pushing creativity. Ad-
ministrators are exploring this 
concept of issuing their own 
currency instead of bonds to 
finance their COVID response,” 
said Susan Witt, director of the 
Schumacher Center for a New 
Economics.

The research center devel-
oped BerkShares, a currency 
in circulation since 2006 in the 
Berkshires region of western 
Massachusetts, which is distrib-
uted by local banks. Witt is ad-
vising several US municipalities 
interested in similar initiatives.

Advocates of local curren-
cies also see them as a bulwark 

against unbridled globalization.
“People are starting to realize 

that we went too global, too fast 
and we lost our local skills,” said 
Chris Hewitt, founder of Hud-
son Valley Current, a currency 
in upstate New York which op-
erates as a mutual credit system.

Supporters hope to create a 
nationwide movement.

“If that happens 
across the country 
organically, that 
could be 

something that helps save 
us from a serious recession,” 
Fournier said.

Tenino had be-
come a ghost 

town, and small 
businesses were 

struggling to 
survive amid 

the coronavirus 
pandemic, so 

local officials re-
vived an uncon-
ventional idea 
from the last 

century: printing 
the town’s own 

currency on thin 
planks of wood.

Mayor Wayne Fournier is pictured 
at a Tenino, Washington museum 
where an 1890s-era press is being 
used to print wooden money

The novelty of wooden money can bring tourists into town, where hopefully they will spend non-wooden money

Vietnam’s young invest ideas in Ho Chi Minh
• Although Indonesia 
remains the leader, 
the amount pumped 
into Vietnam start-
ups pushed ahead 
of Singapore for the 
first time in 2019

AFP | Ho Chi Minh City 

A tech-savvy population, 
a fast-growing economy, 
and the perks of being 

first in an emerging market 
-- Vietnamese entrepreneur 
Le Thanh saw the potential in 
booming Ho Chi Minh City for 
his start-up transforming coffee 
grounds into masks.

The 35-year-old chemistry 
graduate worked for two mul-
tinationals before stepping out 
on his own three years ago to 
launch ShoeX -- a sustainable 
footwear company which nim-
bly pivoted to masks as the coro-
navirus pandemic struck.

When he entered the work-
force, Thanh was drawn to the 
higher salaries and no-nonsense 
working culture at foreign com-
panies he assumed were a cut 
above local firms, tangled up in 
rules imposed by his country’s 
staid Communist rulers.

“But now I see there are more 
openings in a place where things 
are a bit murky,” Thanh told AFP 

from his buzzing Ho Chi Minh 
City co-working space.

He is not alone in believing 
Vietnam -- and especially its 
southern commercial centre -- 
is poised to become an inno-
vation hub thanks to its young, 
educated and digitally active 
population.

Vietnamese e-commerce and 
e-payment companies have been 
“flooded” with private equity 
in the past couple of years, said 

Eddie Thai, a Ho Chi Minh City-
based partner at venture capital 
firm 500 Startups.

Their rise has been stellar.
Vietnam-based start-ups made 

up 18 per cent -- or $741 mil-
lion -- of the capital invested in 
Southeast Asia in 2019, up from 
four per cent in 2018, according 
to a report by Cento Ventures.

Although Indonesia remains 
the leader, the amount pumped 
into Vietnam start-ups pushed 

ahead of Singapore for the first 
time in 2019, the venture capital 
firm said.

The gold rush comes in spite 
of cumbersome regulations for 
foreigners, Thai told AFP, mak-
ing it difficult to invest and re-
patriate capital.

Last year, popular e-wal-
let platform VNPay reported-
ly snagged the largest deal in 
Southeast Asia, attracting $300 
million from Softbank’s Vision 
Fund and Singapore’s sovereign 
wealth fund GIC.

And although Thai said in-
vestment had paused due to the 
coronavirus pandemic, Vietnam 
is well-placed to bounce back.

Its economy unexpected-
ly grew in the second quarter 
and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) predicts a 2.7 percent 
expansion for the year despite 
the global downturn.

The country also has a huge 
pool of software engineers who 
cost substantially less than their 
Indian or Chinese peers.

And unlike the tech talent in 
wealthy start-up hubs such as 
San Francisco or London, they 
understand what consumers in 
the emerging world want, Thai 
says.

Exciting, young environment
Air pollution -- and then the 

outbreak of COVID-19 -- prompt-
ed Thanh to take a gamble on 
sourcing Vietnamese coffee 

waste material to turn it into 
masks.

His cutting edge design uses 
woven fibre made from coffee 
grounds to make a washable out-
er layer, with a biodegradable 
filter inside.

“I took a risk and hoped it 
would succeed,” he said, adding 
that there had been a surge in 
orders of his masks from Eu-
rope, the US and Japan since they 
launched in April.

A similar strain of environ-
mental innovation courses 
through many other smaller 
start-ups in a country among 
the most vulnerable to climate 
change. They exploit the high 
tech literacy of the population 
-- 70 percent of which is under 
35, according to the World Bank 
-- to sell new products to a re-
ceptive market.

Bui Thi Minh Ngoc wanted to 
find a sustainable alternative to 
standard menstrual products, 
searching for months to find the 
right organic cloth for her san-
itary pad business GreenLady 

Vietnam, which she operates 
largely on Facebook.

“In Vietnam, there are not 
many specialising in period 
products and reproductive 
health,” the 26-year-old said as 
she checked material samples at 
a tailor in Hanoi.

“But I like to do things which 
are difficult.”

While Vietnam is yet to pro-
duce any truly “disruptive tech-
nology”, said Trung Hoang of 
local investment platform Vin-
aCapital Ventures, China has 
shown what is possible.

The Asian giant -- also an au-
tocratic one-party state -- has 
managed to incubate dynamic 
tech behemoths like Alibaba and 
Tencent that have risen to the 
forefront of the industry.

Back in his Ho Chi Minh City 
office space, packed with young 
professionals, Thanh fizzes with 
enthusiasm for Vietnam’s start-
up culture.

“I am in this exciting and 
young environment. It’s inspired 
us all.”

Vietnam-based start-ups made up 
nearly 20 percent of the capital 
invested in Southeast Asia last year

Environmental innovation is a priority 
for many Vietnamese start-ups

Le Thanh worked for two multinationals before stepping out on his own three 
years ago to launch ShoeX
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12,946,620

569,368

7,543,901

Deaths

Recovered:

New cases 

New deaths 
+113,115

+2,334

Covid-19 Cases:

Country Total 
cases

new 
cases

Total 
deaths

New 
Deaths

Total 
recovered

Active 
cases

Serious, 
Critical

Tot cases/1m pop

Egypt 81,158 3,769 23,876 53,513 41 793

Saudi 
Arabia

232,259 +2,779 2,223 +42 167,138 62,898 2,245 6,669

UAE 54,854 +401 333 +2 45,140 9,381 1 5,544

Kuwait 54,894 +836 390 +4 44,610 9,894 151 12,849

Oman 56,015 +1,318 257 +9 36,098 19,660 143 10,964

Qatar 103,598 +470 147 +1 99,743 3,708 140 36,896

Middle East

Country Total cases New deaths Total Deaths

1 USA 3,387,470 +229 137,631

2 Brazil 1,846,249 +92 71,584

3 India 878,593 +499 23,186

4 Russia 727,162 +130 11,335

5 Peru 322,710 11,682

6 Chile 312,029 6,881

7 Spain 300,988 28,403

8 Mexico 295,268 +539 34,730

9 UK 289,603 +21 44,819

10 South Africa 264,184 3,971

11 Iran 257,303 +194 12,829

12 Pakistan 248,872 +74 5,197

13 Italy 243,061 +9 34,954

14 Saudi Arabia 232,259 +42 2,223

G l o b a l C o u n t r i e s  w o r s t  a f f e c t e d

Figures as of closing

News in brief 
 u A Beijing law professor who 
has been an outspoken critic of 
China’s President Xi Jinping and 
the ruling Communist Party was 
released yesterday after six days 
of detention, his friends said. Xu 
Zhangrun, a constitutional law professor 

at the prestigious Tsinghua University, returned home on Sunday morning but 
remained under surveillance and was not free to speak publicly about what 
happened, one of his friends, who declined to be identified, told Reuters.

u Kuwait’s government formally 
submitted a public debt law to 
parliament on Sunday which would 
allow it to borrow 20 billion dinars ($65 
billion) over 30 years, including 8 billion 
dinars to help finance the current budget 
deficit, a legislator said. The government 
and parliament have long been at odds over the law 

which would allow Kuwait to tap international debt, but the issue has gained urgency 
in recent months as the oil-exporting nation has been hit by low crude prices and the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

u Hong Kong’s 
opposition camp said 
on Sunday that over 
600,000 citizens in the 
Chinese-ruled city cast 
ballots over the weekend 
in primaries it cast as 

a symbolic protest vote against tough national security laws 
imposed by Beijing. The unofficial poll will decide the strongest pro-democracy 
candidates to contest elections in September to Hong Kong’s Legislative Council.

u Around 200 people employed to pick crops at a farm near 
Malvern in England’s West Midlands region have been told to self isolate after 73 
of them tested positive for COVID-19, Public Health England (PHE) and Herefordshire 
Council said yesterday. The number of new confirmed COVID-19 cases across Britain 
each day has been falling from a peak of more than 6,000 in April to 650 in the latest 
figures released

China releases 
professor 
who criticised 
President Xi

Kuwait asks 
parliament to 
approve debt 
law to help 

cover deficit

Iran says misaligned radar 
led to Ukrainian jet downing
• First of the two 
missiles launched at the 
aircraft was fired by a 
defence unit operator

Tehran 

Iran said that the misalign-
ment of an air defence unit’s 
radar system was the key 

“human error” that led to the 
accidental downing of a Ukrain-
ian passenger plane in January.

“A failure occurred due to a 
human error in following the 
procedure” for aligning the 
radar, causing a “107-degree 
error” in the system, the Ira-
nian Civil Aviation Organisa-
tion (CAO) said in a report late 
Saturday.

This error “initiated a hazard 
chain” that saw further errors 
committed in the minutes be-
fore the plane was shot down, 
said the CAO document, pre-
sented as a “factual report” and 
not as the final report on the 
accident investigation.

Flight 752, a Ukraine Inter-
national Airlines jetliner, was 
struck by two missiles and 
crashed shortly after taking off 
from Tehran’s main airport on 
January 8, at a time of height-
ened US-Iranian tensions.

The Islamic republic admit-
ted several days later that its 
forces accidentally shot down 
the Kiev-bound plane, killing all 
176 people on board.

The CAO said that, despite the 
erroneous information available 
to the radar system operator on 
the aircraft’s trajectory, he could 
have identified his target as an 
airliner, but instead there was a 

“wrong identification”.
The report also noted that 

the first of the two missiles 
launched at the aircraft was 
fired by a defence unit oper-
ator who had acted “without 
receiving any response from the 
Coordination Center” on which 
he depended.

The second missile was fired 
30 seconds later, “by observing 
the continuity of trajectory of 
the detected target,” the report 
added.

Tehran’s air defences had 
been on high alert at the time 
the jet was shot down in case 
the US retaliated against Ira-
nian strikes hours earlier on 
American troops stationed in  
Iraq.

Those strikes were carried 

out in response to the killing 
of a top Iranian general, Qasem 

Soleimani, in a US drone strike 
near Baghdad airport.

Flight 752, an Ukraine International Airlines jetliner, was struck by two missiles and crashed shortly after taking off from 
Tehran’s main airport on January 8

On 8 January 
2020, the 
Boeing 737-800 
operating the 
route was shot 
down shortly 
after takeoff 
from Tehran 
Imam Khomeini 
International 
Airport. All 176 
passengers and 
crew were killed; 
it was the first 
fatal air accident 
involving Ukraine 
International 
Airlines.

The shoot down 
occurred four hours 
after Iran launched 
retaliatory missile 
strikes on U.S. positions 
in Iraq for the killing of 
Major General Qasem 
Soleimani.

Experts have 
questioned Iran’s 
decision to not close its 
airspace after launching 
missiles; General Amir 
Ali Hajizadeh said a 
request had been made 
for a no-fly zone before 
the incident but this 
request was rejected

KNOW WHAT

B r i t i s h  p i l o t  t o  f l y  h o m e  a f t e r 

4 - m t h  v i r u s  b a t t l e  i n  V i e t n a m

A British pilot who spent more than four months in hospital, including 
two months on life support in Vietnam after contracting COVID-19 is 
on his way home, astounding doctors who gave him just a ten percent 
chance of survival.

Reu-
ters | 
Vat-
ican 
City

Pope 

F r a n c i s 
said yester-
day he was 

hurt by Tur-
key’s decision to
make Istanbul’s 

Hagia Sophia museum 
a mosque, the latest reli-
gious leader to condemn 
the move.

“My thoughts go to Is-
tanbul. I think of Santa 
Sophia and I am very 
pained,” he said during 

his weekly blessing in St. 
Peter’s Square.

Turkish President Tayy-
ip Erdogan has said the 
first prayers would be held 
in Hagia Sophia on July 24, 
after declaring the ancient 
monument was once again 
a mosque following a court 
ruling revoking its status as 
a museum.

The World Council of 
Churches has called on 
Erdogan to reverse his 
decision and Patriarch 
Bartholomew, the Istan-
bul-based spiritual leader 
of the world’s Orthodox 
Christians, called it disap-
pointing.

Erdogan said the near-
ly 1,500-year-old Hagia 

Sophia, which was once a 
Christian cathedral, would 
remain open to Muslims, 
Christians and foreigners.

He added that Turkey 
had exercised its sover-
eign right in converting 
it to a mosque and would 
interpret criticism of the 
move as an attack on its 
independence.

Greece has condemned 
the move and UNESCO said 
its World Heritage Com-
mittee would review Hagia 
Sophia’s status and that 
Turkey’s decision raised 
questions about the impact 
on its universal value as 
a site of importance tran-
scending borders and gen-
erations.

Pope ‘very pained’ by decision to 
turn Hagia Sophia into mosque

The sixth-century edifice -- whose stunning architecture is a magnet for tourists 
worldwide -- has been a museum since 1935, open to believers of all faiths


