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Abstract 

During Japan’s “Lost Two Decades,” depopulation, aging, economic decline, and community 

breakdown worsened in regional peripheral areas. This crisis triggered a community currency (CC) 

boom in the early 2000s, characterized primarily by non-convertible, non-commercial "Eco-Money". 

Driven largely by administrative initiatives and reliant on temporary subsidies, the vast majority of 

these Eco-Money systems, along with various international monetary experiments, ultimately failed 

to achieve long-term survival due to structural circulation stagnation or rapid redemption into fiat 

currency. Challenging this global landscape of high attrition, Sarari—the public welfare CC of 

Sarabetsu Village, Hokkaido—has successfully sustained continuous operations for 18 years since 

its launch in 2008. This paper explores the institutional conditions and underlying mechanisms 

enabling Sarari’s exceptional longevity through the lenses of "Evolutionary Institutional Design" and 

the participatory action research framework of the "Community Dock". 

In contrast to neoclassical "Mechanism Design," which models markets as static top-down price 

mechanisms, "Media Design" based on Evolutionary Institutional Design redefines community 

currency as an integrative communication media that dynamically balances the market, the state, and 
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civic reciprocity. Methodologically, this study examines longitudinal data spanning nearly two 

decades: early action research evaluations (2006 and 2011) and recent tracking analyses (2022–

2025) utilizing the Liveable Well-Being City Indicator (LWCI) developed by the Smart City 

Institute Japan (SCI-Japan). 

Our conclusions demonstrate that Sarari’s long-term sustainability is the combined result of five 

interconnected structural pillars: (1) an adaptive, multi-circulation voucher architecture enabled by 

national Structural Reform Special Zones; (2) a resilient, resident-driven NPO governance model 

that structurally balances local economic activity with non-commercial volunteer reciprocity; (3) 

strong administrative coproduction, where fiscal autonomy is secured through municipal facility 

management contracts rather than subsidy reliance; (4) stable core leadership combined with face-to-

face communicative infrastructures, such as the community café; and (5) continuous university-

community collaboration via the "Community Dock" framework, which permanently provides 

systemic feedback and reinforces institutional legitimacy and trust. Furthermore, factorial analysis 

reveals that while the currency effectively acts as an institutional stabilizer that secures high 

community ties, child-rearing environments, and an expansion of resident self-efficacy (climbing to 

69.1 points in 2025), it must be integrated with spatial and digital planning to address rural well-

being polarization. 
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Introduction: Why are community currencies unsustainable in the long term? 

1.1 Why has “Sarari” endured since the CC boom in Japan in the 2000s? 

Amid Japan's “Lost Two Decades,” depopulation, declining birthrate, aging population, 
economic decline, and community breakdown intensified in rural areas including 
Hokkaido, sparking a community currency (CC) boom in the early 2000s. More than 600 

CCs circulated in Japan at the end of 2003 (Lietaer, 2004), but after the number of CCs peaked in 
2005, it gradually declined (Izumi, 2013).  

Numerous “Eco-moneys” emerged across Japan, characterized by non-convertibility to cash, non-use 

in commercial transactions, and exclusive use for mutual aid and volunteer activities. In Hokkaido, 

Kuriyama Town's “Kurin” represented a relatively large-scale (several hundreds of participants) and 

long-lived (about 10 years) attempt (Hasegawa 2013). However, Eco-moneys driven by administrative 

initiatives and reliant on subsidies ultimately failed to endure (Nishibe, 2012b, 2013).  

 

In addition, paper-based local currencies that could not be exchanged for legal tender, as well as 

account-based mutual credit systems such as LETS, were implemented across the country; these were 

used not only for volunteer work and mutual aid but also to pay for a portion of purchases at local 

stores. The CC boom was triggered by support and subsidies from the central and local governments. 

Local currencies like Eco-Money, which were intended solely for volunteer work and mutual aid, 

faced a serious problem of stagnation, where funds accumulated among a select few members and 

went unused. Furthermore, there were many cases where operations could not continue once the 

subsidies—which typically lasted only three or four years—expired. Community currencies were 

unable to become self-sustaining and sustainable endeavors. 

 

Prior to the boom, “Volunteer Labor Bank” (now the NPO Volunteer Labor Network), often cited as 

the world's first time-dollar or time-banking system and Japan's first community currency, was 

launched in Osaka in 1973. It introduced a “currency of love” based on the principle of one hour 

equaling one point, designed to facilitate mutual aid during emergencies such as childbirth, childcare, 

illness, or accidents. In 1992, the “Sawayaka Welfare Foundation,” established by Tsutomu Hotta, took 

over this initiative and launched the “Fureai Kippu” (Mutual Touch Ticket) time-deposit system, which 

eventually expanded nationwide. However, when the government enacted the public Long-Term Care 

Insurance System in 2000, long-term care support began to be provided using the legal tender, the yen, 

and the system gradually shifted toward a time-based currency for daily living support (Tsuruyama, 

2013). 
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In Japan, Structural Reform Special Zones emerged in 2002 as a local revitalization measure, including 

Special Zones for CC. Deregulation allowed multiple circulations of commercial vouchers within the 

zone, with Neyagawa City's “Genki (vigor)” being a prime example of such CCs, though it closed its 

doors in 2024 after 20 years (Miwa 2013).  

The peak in new issuances of CCs was 130 in 2002, after which the number gradually declined. 

During the early boom in CCs up through the early 2000s, the purpose of “fostering connections 

among people” (such as Eco-Money) were the most common. However, starting in 2002, CCs aimed 

at “revitalizing the local economy” (in the form of reusable gift certificates) became the most 

prevalent, and by 2011, those aimed at “environmental protection” had gained prominence 

(Kobayashi, Miyazaki,Yoshjida, 2020). 

Entering the 21st century, with resource depletion and environmental/energy issues becoming severe, 

the view is growing that economic growth and expansion are no longer the means to increase human 

well-being. Since the purpose of CCs is to revitalize the local economy and community, conserve the 

environment, and, above all, increase people's well-being, their mission lies not in expanding scale (in 

terms of transaction volume or the number of participants) but in long-term sustainability. CCs should 

not pursue fleeting trends or short-term growth precisely because they must be sustainable so that 

residents can rely on them for mutual aid and care when truly needed. 

 

Sarari, the public welware currency of Sarabetsu Village, Hokkaido (with population 3,000), has 

sustained operations for 18 years since its 2008 launch. Except for systems like WIR, CCs in Europe, 

North America, and South America also tend not to last very long (e.g., US's Ithaca Hour, Canada's 

Toronto Dollar, Argentina's RGT, the UK's Bristol Pound and Brixton Pound etc.). Globally, CCs with 

long-term sustainability are not that common. This paper explores the secrets behind its longevity of 

Sarari. Before that, we need to consider the theoretical reasons why many local currencies are not 

sustainable in the long term. Let’s start by examining this issue here. 

1.2 The Macro Background: Globalization and the Erosion of Community 

Modern global capitalism is not merely a cyclical economic phenomenon; it represents a long-term, 

structural trend of "globalization" characterized by the universal expansion of the market economy 

and the intensive deepening of commodification. Historically, any economic society maintains its 

reproduction through a delicate balance among three distinct social institutions: the market (the 

private principle for free exchange based on price mechanisms), the state (the public principle for 

equitable redistribution via tax and social security), and the community (the communal principle for 

fraternal reciprocity rooted in mutual aid)(Polanyi, K. 1944). 
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Under global capitalism since the 1970s, however, market principles have aggressively expanded, 

progressively replacing and reducing the institutional roles of both the state and the community 

(Figure 1). This total commodification extends beyond general goods into essential daily domains 

such as childcare, elderly care, and domestic services, fostering an ethos of market-driven "free 

investmentism" (Nishibe, 2015, 2019). Consequently, altruism and the capacity for mutual aid 

within local communities have severely faded. This institutional imbalance has weakened traditional 

safety nets, exposing local socio-economies—particularly rural areas—to profound social and 

economic instability. 

(Figure 1) Globalization as the long-term tred of global capitalism 

 

 

1.3. The Institutional Crisis: Double Failures and the Rise of Community Currencies 

This systemic imbalance has manifested in severe institutional crises, resulting in what can be 

termed "double failures"—the simultaneous failure of both the market and the government. While 

the state frequently fails to maintain a level playing field—arbitrarily bailing out giant financial 

institutions during crises like the 2008 Lehman Brothers collapse while abandoning ordinary citizens 

under the guise of "personal responsibility"—traditional macroeconomic policies have hit a 

structural impasse. In Japan, this impasse was typified by the prolonged deflationary stagnation and 

community breakdown that intensified in rural areas during the "Lost Two Decades." 
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To transcend this gridlock and reconstruct the sphere of reciprocity, significant attention shifted 

toward Community Currencies (CCs). Driven by grassroots momentum, CCs emerged globally as 

autonomous, bottom-up mechanisms designed to reactivate the community’s principle of reciprocity 

alongside the market and the state. In Japan, a massive CC boom peaked around 2005, with over 650 

experiments implemented nationwide. These included "Eco-Money" systems designed exclusively 

for volunteer work, as well as voucher-based systems utilizing deregulation within Structural 

Reform Special Zones. 

1.4. The Challenge of Sustainability and the Position of "Sarari" 

Despite their initial promise, the vast majority of these initiatives were short-lived. Why is it? Put 

simply, this is because even CCs—which began with determination and passion as well-intentioned 

efforts to counter globalization—could not withstand the ever-increasing pressure for market 

expansion and deepening brought about by globalization. This pressure is so overwhelming that it 

cannot be resisted, even with government subsidies and support. Bound by temporary administrative 

subsidies, rigid institutional designs, or the stagnant accumulation of unspent funds, most CCs failed 

to become self-sustaining. Because the primary mission of a CC lies not in expanding its scale but in 

ensuring long-term sustainability to increase local well-being, its survival depends heavily on how 

dynamically the system can adapt to and transform its local environment, including the norms and 

values of its residents. 

Amidst this global landscape of high attrition, "Sarari," the public welfare community currency of 

Sarabetsu Village in Hokkaido (population: 3,000), stands as a notable case of long-term survival, 

having maintained its operations for 18 years since its inception in 2008. While Japan hosts a 

small number of resilient CCs that have endured for over two decades, Sarari’s high durability 

within a small rural municipality raises a significant academic question: What are the underlying 

causes and institutional conditions to resit globaslization behind the steady longevity of Sarari? 

1.5. Objective, Methodology, and Structure of This Study 

To address this question, this paper examines the trajectory of Sarari through the lens of 

"Evolutionary Institutional Design" and the "Community Dock" approach, both of which are 

rooted in action research. 

The structural foundation of Sarari directly incorporates crucial lessons from a preceding community 

currency experiment conducted in Tomamae Town (2004–2006). Although the Tomamae 

experiment lasted only three years across its primary and secondary circulation phases, it yielded 

two vital insights: 
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1. The Institutional Lesson: To keep a community currency circulating effectively, its 

velocity must be increased. Commercial transactions alone (e.g., consumers shopping at 

local stores, business-to-business transactions) are insufficient because the currency is too 

quickly converted back into legal tender. Instead, when non-commercial transactions (such 

as volunteer work and mutual aid) mediate commercial ones, the currency's velocity 

accelerates, thereby effectively revitalizing the local economy and community. 

2. The Organizational Lesson: Management structures dominated by local governments and 

chambers/ societiesi of commerce and industry fail to encourage spontaneous resident 

participation in non-commercial activities. Therefore, it is essential to first establish a 

resident-driven NPO to anchor operations, while commercial associations step back into a 

supportive role. 

These lessons, derived by researchers (Nishibe and others), were communicated to the local 

operational leader in Sarabetsu Village (Oikawa). Consequently, the newly organized management 

body tailored Sarari’s institutional design to fit the specific socio-economic characteristics of 

Sarabetsu. We define this policy approach—which embraces past failures and refines systems 

through iterative trial-and-error—as "Evolutionary Institutional Design" (Nishibe, 2002, 2012a, 

2012b, 2013). Sarari serves as a prime empirical example of this evolutionary economic approach. 

Furthermore, this study highlights the implementation of the "Community Dock" methodology 

before and during Sarari's operations (Nishibe, 2006, 2013, 2018, Kusago, Nishibe, 2018). This 

process involved conducting resident questionnaire surveys regarding currency awareness, 

environmental recognition, and life satisfaction. The survey results were then presented during Focus 

Group Discussions (FGDs) comprising representatives from the local government, the society of 

commerce and industryii, the social welfare council, local shops, and residents. These discussions 

stimulated self-reflection and spontaneous insights among stakeholders, which they subsequently 

integrated into their operational practices. Oikawa's testimony confirms that this "dock" significantly 

enhanced residents' awareness of the currency's value and boosted their performance in local 

activities. Notably, the fact that their activities were studied and publicized by researchers provided 

participants with recognition, fostering strong intrinsic motivation and incentives for continuous 

engagement. 

Crucially, this paper itself represents the outcome of an active, interactive research methodology. It 

is co-authored through a deep, ongoing dialogue between the academic researchers (Nishibe and 

Miyazaki) and the practitioner-leader (Oikawa). By reviewing the 18-year history and evolution of 

Sarari, this collaborative writing process embodies the very spirit of the "Community Dock" at a 

meta-level. 
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The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we trace the history, unique design, and 

multi-faceted operations of Sarari. Second, we explore the theoretical and evolutionary processes 

behind its longevity, highlighting the synergy between its NPO management structure and 

administrative collaboration. Third, we discuss the methodological implications of the Community 

Dock by comparing the institutional shifts from Tomamae to Sarabetsu. Finally, we analyze the 

empirical data from the subjective Well-Being surveys to evaluate the long-term impact of Sarari on 

the rural community's quality of life. 

 

2. The Trajectory and Institutional Features of "Sarari" 

2.1. Pre-history: Lessons from the Tomamae Town Experiments (2005–2006) 

In the early 2000s, small-scale municipalities across Japan faced a severe crisis as depopulation and 

the decline of local businesses became increasingly tangible. Against this backdrop, community 

currencies (CCs) gained widespread attention as a potential remedy for local revitalization. In June 

2004, Hokkaido Federation of Societies of Commerce and Industry commissioned Associate 

Professor Makoto Nishibe (then at University of Hokkaido) to conduct a feasibility study on a CC 

based on the idea of Double Triangle System (DTS) that he adovoctaed in the booklet entitled 

'Recommendations for Community Currencies' (Nishibe, 2004) for accelarationg circulation of CC 

by combining commercial transactions and non-commercial transactions, selected Tomamae 

Town as the site for the pilot program. The experiment was launchedt in November 2004. This 

initiative immediately caught the attention of the Sarabetsu Village Society of Commerce and 

Industry, where Sueo Oikawa served as a business advisor. In October 2005, under the leadership of 

the Society of Commerce and Industry, Sarabetsu Village Local Currency Project Review 

Committee (hereinafter referred to as Sarabetsu CC review committee) was established. This 

committee was highly inclusive, comprising representatives from local administrative bodies, 

commercial networks, social welfare organizations, and resident participants. Crucially, the 

committee invited Nishibe to serve as an academic advisor. 

The operational insights gained from the preceding two rounds of Tomamae experiments (2004–

2006) served as the primary foundation for Sarabetsu's project. The action research in Tomamae 

empirically demonstrated that the currency velocity of a well-designed CC could significantly 

surpass that of the national fiat currency (Bank of Japan notes), thereby exerting a substantial 

multiplier effect on the local economy (It has been demonstrated that its velocity of circulation is 6 
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to 7 times that of fiat currency (Nishibe 2006, Kichiji, Nishibe 2008)). Furthermore, it proved that a 

CC could function as an effective socio-economic tool to reinforce community ties and mutual aid. 

However, Tomamae also exposed critical institutional and organizational limitations. From a 

structural standpoint, the experiment revealed that relying mainly on commercial transactions—such 

as consumers shopping at local retail stores or business-to-business transactions—was insufficient 

for sustaining long-term circulation because the currency was too rapidly converted back into legal 

tender. To maintain dynamic circulation, commercial transactions needed to be mediated and 

complemented by non-commercial flows, such as volunteer activities and mutual aid.  

Organizationally, the Tomamae experiment illustrated that management structures dominated strictly 

by its society of commerce struggled to foster spontaneous resident participation in non-commercial, 

mutual-aid activities. 

2.2. Inception and Evolutionary Institutional Design of "Sarari" (Figure 2)(2005–2008) 

To transcend these limitations, the Sarabetsu CC Review Committee conducted an extensive 

comparative study of advanced cases nationwide, such as CC "Genki" in Neyagawa City, Osaka. 

Through a deliberative dialogue between the practitioner (Oikawa) and the researcher (Nishibe), the 

committee deliberately pursued a unique institutional design tailored specifically to the socio-

economic characteristics of Sarabetsu Village—a structure fundamentally distinct from both 

traditional commercial gift vouchers and standard volunteer-based "Eco-Money" systems. 

This hybrid policy framework was characterized by several innovative institutional features: 

• The Labeling of "Public Interest Currency": To clearly demonstrate that this currency 

serves to promote the public welfare and the well-being of the community rather than 

narrow personal or commercial interests, they chose the neologism “public interest 

currency” instead of referring to it simply as a “local currency.” 

• Autonomous NPO Management: To avoid the top-down, bureaucratic rigidity of a 

government-led or commerce-led association, the committee decided to establish an 

independent nonprofit organization (NPO), ensuring that residents held the ownership and 

initiative of the operation while commercial societies stepped back into a supportive role. 

• The Triad of Revitalization Targets: The currency explicitly targeted the simultaneous 

reactivation of three local spheres: the community, volunteer networks, and the commercial 

regional economy. 
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• No Expiration Date for Paper Notes: Unlike typical commercial vouchers that expire to 

force short-term spending, Sarari notes were designed with no expiration date, reducing the 

psychological barrier to holding and circulating the currency within the community. 

• Integration with Public Administration: The institutional design allowed the currency to 

be accepted within municipal administrative services, bridging the gap between informal 

civic mutual aid and formal public governance. 

• The Appointment of a Permanent Volunteer Coordinator: To dynamically match the 

supply and demand of local mutual aid services, preventing the structural stagnation 

common in previous Japanese CC experiments. 

After approximately three years of preparation, Nonprofit organization Donguri Mura (Acorn 

Village) Sarari (hereinafter referred to as the NPO) was established in April 2008. Subsequently, 

the operating entity submitted the necessary documents for NPO certification and was officially 

certified in July. 

In October 2008, it completed the registration of Sarari as a third-party issuer of prepaid vouchers; 

and in November 2008, it began circulating “Sarari,” the public interest currency of Sarubetsu 

Village. 

The key feature of the Sarari is that it is limited to use within the local community and among 

members, with no expiration date. In addition to being used by volunteers, it can be used as a gift 

certificate or to pay village taxes and administrative fees; ultimately, it is accepted as payment for 

goods and services at most shopping districts within the village. The main needs and concerns 

include support for the elderly and others, such as transportation, weeding and pruning, house 

cleaning and window washing, taking out the trash, snow removal, and accompanying residents on 

shopping trips. In addition to addressing these needs, the service is also used as a tool for 

community-building activities at the level of residents’ groups and neighborhood associations. 

The NPO’s contracted public service support includes managing public facilities such as the village 

social welfare center, as well as conducting water quality tests for the village’s tap water and snow 

depth observations. It also manages part of the community center, "Sarubetsu Machinaka 
Koryukan ma·na·ca,” which is located in the town center and is owned by the Society of 

Commerce and Industry. These contracted services are made possible precisely because the NPO 

shares the principle of public interest with the local government and the Society of Commerce and 

Industry and maintains strong collaborative relationships and human ties with them; as a result, the 

NPO has secured an important source of revenue in the form of Yen, ensuring the long-term 

sustainability of its operations. 
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Furthermore, the café within ma·na·ca was previously operated by a private group, but following 

their withdrawal, the NPO Sarari has suceeded to operate it as a venue for community interaction 

and relaxation. 

2.3. Eighteen Years of Institutional Evolution and Current Multi-Faceted Operations (2008–

Present) 

Since its inception in 2008, Sarari has achieved a high level of adaptability, durability, and 

institutional embedding within Sarabetsu Village. We have found out in Table 1 that, over its 18-

year trajectory, the NPO has gradually increased its issuarance volume responding to the change of 

the volume of redenptions of Sarari, and reached up to 4 milion Sarari taking the time of seven 

yeards, and finally stabilized around the level of 3 ~4 million afterwards. As of now, 18 years later, 

the unredeemed amount stands at 3.17 million Salari, which represents the money stock circulating 

or held within the community. This minimal gap indicates a remarkably high resemption rate, 

reflecting the absence of psychological or physical "hoarding" that typically causes the stagnation of 

community currencies. This figure is slightly below the average annual issuance of 3.35 million over 

the past five years. The amount seems neither too high nor too low, maintaining an appropriate level. 

While this amount is by no means large, it can be viewed as a sustainable, appropriate scale that 

meets the entire needs for CC Sarari from the village population of 3,000 people.  

Figure 2: 100 Sarari and 500 Sarari vouchers (left) and its circulation scheme (right) 
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As of the end of March 2025, the association had 231 members, 15 of whom were supporting 

members. Approximately 8% of the population are members, which is a significantly higher 

participation rate compared to typical community currencies. The organizational membership 

structure of the NPO reflects the active civic foundation supporting the currency's circulation.  

The annual total operating expenses for Sarari (FY2024 figures) are approximately 13 million yen, 

and the organization is run by a staff of five regular employees. It has 14 board members (all of 

whom serve without compensation). 

From its inception through FY2022, the organization received subsidies from the village government 

(up to 1.3 million yen annually, with the final amount being 500,000 yen); however, since then and 

up to the present, it has operated independently, relying on revenue from its business activities rather 

than government support. Sarari’s long-term sustainability stems from its ability to maintain 

independent operations without relying on subsidies from local governments or financial support 

from the Society of Commerce and Industry. 

The adaptation process in evolution during 2008 to 2011 can be understood as the take-off phase to 

the establishment of foundations of Commercial and Non-commercial Reciprocal Circulation 

supported by the municipal government. 

Immediately following the launch of the currency in November 2008, the NPO focused on building 

both the commercial and non-commercial pillars of circulation. Itinitiated a crutial collaborative 

service with the Sarabetsu Village Social Welfare Council to manage volunteer transport services, 

integrating a reciprocal non-commercial system where volunteer activities and mutual aid were 

connected with the commercial system of "Sarari" currency. Since there were no taxi companies in 

Sarubetsu Village at the time, an individual launched a welfare taxi service. Because the operator 

was well-versed in social welfare services, he also joined the board of Sarari. The welfare taxi 

service and the NPO have filled the gaps in local transportation by collaborating and coexisting. 

To ensure the currency's practical economic utility, a landmark commercial partnership was 

established. “Sarari” has also invited local retailers, restaurants, auto repair shops, and other 

businesses to participate, expanding its usability to almost all stores in the village, including major 

supermarkets, gas stations, and national convenience store chains (such as Seven Eleven and 

Seicomart) 

In March 2010, the first “Sarari Community Currecy Gathering” was held, and it has been held 

annually ever since (the current name is “Sarari Gathering: Because You Are Here, I Am 

Here”)(Figure 3). Residents have been gathering regularly to enjoy events together and have worked 



 14 

with local shops and the Social Welfare Council to set up dessert stands and food and beverage 

areas, thereby maintaining and strengthening the bonds within the local community.Additionally, in 

June 2010, Professor Nishibe from University of Hokkaido, Professor Nozomi Kichiji from 

Asahikawa University, and six others visited Sarubetsu Village as part of an action research project. 

They observed Sarari’s activities and exchanged necessary advice and opinions through training and 

interaction. Through the interviews, Q&A sessions during site visits, and subsequent surveys and 

focus group discussions conducted as part of this action research, “Community Dock” provided 

guidance and inspiration to both organizers and participants. It can be said that this played a 

significant role in facilitating Sarari’s swift transition from its initial launch phase to a period of 

stability. 

(Figure 3) Sarari Gathering in 20 Marrh, 2025 (left) and the building of ma・na・ca (right) 

 

This total commercial integration and methodical expansion successfully overcame the liquidity 

constraints that had caused the stagnation and failure of earlier Eco-Money initiatives in Japan, 

establishing a robust baseline for local economic circulation. 

A major breakthrough in Sarari’s long-term sustainability occurred through deep institutional 

collaboration with the local government, shifting from reliance on temporary subsidies to a model of 

public-civil coproduction. Sarabetsu Village became a pioneer by allowing residents to use Sarari for 

the payment of local municipal taxes, including resident tax, property tax, and light vehicle tax. 

Simultaneously, the NPO secured stable operational revenues by dynamically 
transitioning into a public service contractor for the municipal government. In April 2010, 

the NPO officially began managing, maintaining, and operating of major public facilities within the 

village, including the Sarubetsu Village Social Welfare Center, the Ikoi-no-Ie (funeral hall), the 

Workers’ Hall, the restrooms at the village bus stop, and the management building at the sports field. 
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In subsequent years, the NPO was commissioned to conduct surveys on pedestrian traffic in the town 

center, water quality testing, meteorological (snowfall) observations, and the preparation of village 

council meeting minutes. This allowed the NPO to secure stable contract revenue to fund its core 

community currency project while simultaneously providing flexible local employment 

opportunities and active aging opportunities for the elderly. 

As Sarabetsu Village faced intense population aging, the NPO progressively focused its core mission 

on mutual aid, comprehensive elderly care, and subjective well-being. In May 2015, the members of 

the NPO was formally appointed to the Village Environmental Beautification Promotion Council. In 

November 2015, the office moved from the Village Social Welfare Center to “Sarubetsu Machinaka 

Koryukan ma·na·ca,” a downtown revitalization and community center operated by the Sciety of 

Commerce and Industry. By running a café and other initiatives, the NPO grew even closer to the 

residents so that they can gather daily for mutual communication, thereby directly combating social 

isolation among the elderly and increasing the number of women volunteering with the NPO.  

The NPO subsequently joined several committees and received external recognitio as followsn, and 

succeeded in boosting the intrinsic motivation of both organizers and participants. 

• July 2018: Appointed to the Sarabetsu-version "Active Senior Town" Promotion Council. 

• August 2018: Participated in the active senior review meeting for the Sarabetsu-version 

"Active Senior Town." 

• September 2019: Covered by journalists from Nikkei Business. 

• September 2019: The chairperson of the NPO presented practical insights at the 5th 

Reaserch Association of Monetary Inovation and Community Complementary Currency 

Systems (RAMICS) held in Hida-Takayama, Japan. 

• October 2019: Held a local reporting session within the village to share the conference 

outcomes. 

The institutional resilience of Sarari has drawn substantial external and internal recognition. In July 

2018, the NPO was appointed to the Sarabetsu-version "Active Senior Town" Promotion Council. 

Sarari’s success as an endogenous regional development model attracted national media coverage, 

notably by Nikkei Business in September 2019. In the same month, the NPO's chairperson presented 

their practical insights at the 5th International Conference on Community Currency Research 

(RAMICS) held in Hida-Takayama, which was followed by a local reporting session in October 

2019 to share this global recognition back with the villagers. Through a deliberate generational 

transition and the active inclusion of younger generations and women on its board of directors, the 
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organization continues to sustain its operational metabolism, ensuring that the spirit of evolutionary 

institutional design remains vibrant for the decades to come. 

The quantitative trajectory of Sarari’s annual issuance and redemption from its inception in October 

2008 to March 2025 is systematically compiled in Table 1. All Japanese fiscal year indicators from 

the original operational ledger have been converted to the Western calendar for analytical 

consistency. 

Table 1: Annual Issuance and Redemption Volumes of the "Sarari" Currency (2008–2025) 

Fiscal Period 

(Year/Month) 

Issued 100 

Sarari 

Issued 500 

Sarari 

Issued 

Total 

(Sarari) 

Redemped 

100 Sarari 

Redempted 

500 Sarari 

Redempted 

Total 

(Sarari) 

2008.10 – 2009.09 71,700 247,000 318,700 8,600 44,500 53,100 

2009.10 – 2010.09 24,700 853,000 877,700 32,200 604,000 636,200 

2010.10 – 2011.09 57,500 375,500 433,000 45,000 555,000 600,000 

2011.10 – 2012.09 163,400 1,009,000 1,172,400 123,200 756,500 879,700 

2012.10 – 2013.09 2,203,200 873,500 3,076,700 1,970,100 961,000 2,931,100 

2013.10 – 2014.03* 667,900 2,018,000 2,685,900 453,700 1,436,000 1,889,700 

2014.04 – 2015.03 974,400 3,057,000 4,031,400 1,008,300 2,760,000 3,768,300 

2015.04 – 2016.03 143,100 800,500 943,600 368,000 1,503,000 1,871,000 

2016.04 – 2017.03 801,400 3,287,500 4,088,900 620,600 2,713,500 3,334,100 

2017.04 – 2018.03 856,600 3,060,500 3,917,100 751,500 2,846,500 3,598,000 

2018.04 – 2019.03 903,600 3,166,500 4,070,100 878,900 3,028,000 3,906,900 

2019.04 – 2020.03 719,500 2,881,500 3,601,000 711,500 2,702,000 3,413,500 
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Fiscal Period 

(Year/Month) 

Issued 100 

Sarari 

Issued 500 

Sarari 

Issued 

Total 

(Sarari) 

Redemped 

100 Sarari 

Redempted 

500 Sarari 

Redempted 

Total 

(Sarari) 

2020.04 – 2021.03 508,200 1,713,000 2,221,200 540,800 1,730,500 2,271,300 

2021.04 – 2022.03 615,100 2,538,500 3,153,600 554,400 2,444,500 2,998,900 

2022.04 – 2023.03 651,600 2,610,500 3,262,100 614,200 2,492,000 3,106,200 

2023.04 – 2024.03 777,000 3,560,500 4,337,500 715,300 3,196,000 3,911,300 

2024.04 – 2025.03 697,500 3,124,000 3,821,500 665,600 3,001,000 3,666,600 

Cumulative Total 10,836,400 35,176,000 46,012,400 10,061,900 32,774,000 42,835,900 

Note: The period from October 2013 to March 2014 represents a transitional 6-month adjustment phase in the 

operational ledger. 

Unredempted Sarari Currency Stock (As of March 2025) 

• 100 Sarari Notes: 7,745 sheets (774,500 Sarari) 

• 500 Sarari Notes: 4,804 sheets (2,402,000 Sarari) 

• Total Unredemped Active Stock: 3,176,500 Sarari 

3. Theoretical and Evolutionary Analysis of Long-Term Sustainability 

3.1. Mechanism Design vs. Media Design: Money as Media in Evolutionary Institutional 

Design 

To theoretically evaluate the 18-year survival of Sarari, it is essential to contrast the paradigm of 

Evolutionary Institutional Design (Nishibe, 2002, 2012a, 2013)with the dominant neoclassical 

framework of Mechanism Design. Mechanism design primarily operates within the framework of 

general equilibrium analysis and game theory on the assumption of rationarility of agents and 

reachability to equilibrium as the stationary state (Hurwicz and Reiter, 2006; Maskin, 2008). It views 

the market strictly as a price mechanism—often formalized as an auction format—where standard 

fiat money is treated merely as a neutral veil or a frictionless medium of exchange to facilitate 

resource allocation. In this rigid mathematical optimization framework, rules are designed top-down 

under strict assumptions of investor rationality, informational asymmetry, and incentive 

compatibility to reach a static equilibrium. 
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In sharp contrast, Evolutionary Institutional Design, rooted in evolutionary economics, redefines 

money not as a mere transaction tool, but as an integrative communication media for Media 

Design (Nishibe, 2002, 2012a, 2013). Rather than treating economic society as a closed system 

operating solely on market principles, this approach recognizes that a socio-economy is reproduced 

through the dynamic co-existence and interlocking of three distinct principles: the market (free 

exchange), the state (redistribution), and the community (reciprocity), as originally conceptualized 

by K. Polanyi (1944). When global capitalism forces the intensive deepening of markets and strips 

away the safety nets of the state and community, community currencies (CCs) are introduced not to 

reach an optimal static equilibrium, but to act as a media that reactivates the faded principle of 

reciprocity (Nishibe, 2013). Therefore, institutional design cannot be a one-time, top-down 

configuration; it must be an evolutionary policy process that allows parameters or rules to be 

continuously updated through trial-and-error based on the bounded rationality and shifting values of 

local stakeholders. 

3.2. Hybrid Circulation in DTS: Complementarity between Commercial and Non-Commercial 

Flows 

The core structural reason why many Eco-Money and community currency initiatives failed 

nationwide was their inability to sustain fluid circulation. Eco-Money systems designed exclusively 

for volunteer and mutual-aid activities faced chronic stagnation, where funds accumulated linearly 

among a select few active members and remained unspent. Conversely, purely commercial vouchers 

failed to foster broader social reciprocity because they were too rapidly redeemed for legal tender at 

local retail shops, reverting the system back into standard market transactions. 

Sarari overcomes this structural gridlock by adopting a hybrid circulation design that capitalizes on 

the institutional and organizational lessons of the Tomamae Town experiments conducted between 

2004 and 2006. In the Tomamae experiment, network analyses of circulation flows empirically 

demonstrated a vital economic principle: non-commercial transactions (such as volunteer work 

and mutual aid) and commercial transactions (shopping at local retailers) must complement 

each other to accelerate currency velocity in Double Triangle System (DTS) (Nishibe 2004, 

Kichiji and Nishibe, 2008). When a community currency is generated through volunteer services and 

then spent in commercial stores, the non-commercial reciprocity acts as a driving catalyst that 

increases the overall circulation tree and network density. However, if the system is driven strictly 

by commercial entities like chambers/ societies of commerce and industry, it fails to trigger 

spontaneous resident participation in mutual aid, reducing the currency to a mere commercial 

voucher. 
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By applying this evolutionary lesson, Sarari was intentionally designed to capture both commercial 

liquidity and non-commercial reciprocity. It secured participation from local retailers (including 

supermarkets and convenience stores), which eliminated the liquidity trap. Simultaneously, it 

integrated volunteer transport and care services. As shown in the cumulative empirical data in Table 

1, this hybrid design prevented the hoarding of unspent funds, maintaining a balanced relationship 

where high annual issuance is consistently matched by a high redemption rate back into the system. 

3.3. Organizational Sustainability and Metabolic Turnover 

Beyond the structural flow of the currency media, the long-term sustainability of Sarari is heavily 

driven by its organizational governance, which avoids both market and government failures (Ostrom, 

1990). Traditional Japanese CCs often collapsed after three to four years because they were heavily 

reliant on temporary administrative subsidies and led by bureaucratic local governments or top-down 

business associations such as chambers/ societies of commerce and industry. 

Sarari’s evolutionary resilience stems from three organizational strategies aligned with sustainable 

governance of the commons: 

• Transition to Public-Civil Coproduction: While the NPO accepted administrative 

subsidies from its inception until 2022 to stabilize initial operations, it successfully 

transitioned to complete fiscal autonomy by contracting public facility management from 

the municipal government (e.g., the Social Welfare Center, etc). These revenue-generating 

public contracts provide a stable, long-term financial foundation that funds the NPO's core 

community operations without administrative dependency (Pestoff, 2012). 

• Institutional Nesting with Public Functions: By allowing Sarari to be used for local 

municipal fees or taxes and collaborating with administrative bodies, the system elevates the 

community currency from an informal barter ring into a formally nested public institution, 

drastically reducing the transaction and psychological costs for residents (Ostrom, 1990). 

• Smooth Organizational Metabolism and Inclusive Leadership: The governance of the 

NPO is sustained by uncompensated, dedicated local leaders, combined with the active 

inclusion of women and younger generations on the board of directors. The operation of the 

community café inside the "ma・na・ca" (Figure 3) exchange facility acts as a decentralized, 

physical infrastructure where communication is constantly face-to-face, allowing the 

organizational structure to dynamically adjust its parameter designs to match the village's 

shifting social environment. 

4. The "Community Dock" Methodology and Its Empirical Impact 
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4.1. The Framework of Community Dock and Action Research Process 

The unique methodological contribution of this study lies in the application of the "Community 

Dock" framework. Unlike conventional top-down socioeconomic evaluations, the Community Dock 

operates as a participatory policy checkup, utilizing iterative resident surveys and focus group 

discussions to trigger reflexive learning and institutional adjustments among local stakeholders 

(Nishibe, 2006, 2013,2018, Kusago, Nishibe, 2018). This action research process in Sarabetsu 

Village was executed via two foundational operational waves: a Preliminary Survey conducted prior 

to the currency's launch on October 13, 2006, and an extensive Post-Implementation Survey 

conducted in December 2011 to evaluate intermediate impacts. 

The 2006 Pre-Survey selected 500 households from within the village, capturing general awareness 

of village life, knowledge of local currencies, and the usage rates of existing commercial gift 

certificates (such as the Donguri Village Gift Certificates and Stamps). It yielded 183 responses (a 

36.6% response rate). In December 2011, the Post-Survey tracked 500 households using an 

expanded questionnaire covering subjective happiness, community activities, life satisfaction, and 

explicit interactions with the public welfare currency Sarari. This survey achieved an exceptional 

response rate of 93.0% (465 respondents), establishing a robust empirical dataset (Nishibe, 2018). 

4.2. Comparative Analysis of Pre- and Post-Implementation Data 

A longitudinal comparison between the 2006 and 2011 datasets reveals a profound transformation in 

civic awareness and conceptualizations of community value. 

Structural Shift in Currency Awareness and Perception 

As illustrated in the tracked metrics, resident familiarity with the concept of a community currency 

grew substantially after implementation: 

• Familiarity (Question: "Are you familiar with local currency?"): In the 2006 Pre-

Survey, only 24.2% (45 people) answered they were "very familiar". By 2011, this segment 

expanded to 37.4% (174 people). Combined with those who "had heard of it" (58.3% in 

2011), the overall baseline awareness reached 95.7%, while the "not at all familiar" segment 

plummeted from 15.6% to 3.2%. 

• Perception (Question: "What is your perception of local currency?"): The 

conceptualization of what a currency represents underwent a clear qualitative shift. The 

association of local currency with "Volunteering" grew from 18.6% (34 people) to 26.0% 

(121 people), reflecting an advanced cognitive linking between money and civic mutual aid. 



 21 

Meanwhile, "Community Revitalization" remained the dominant institutional identity, 

recognized by 39.4% of the population in 2011. 

Inflow Channels and Transaction Utilization 

The 2011 survey mapped the concrete behavioral integration of Sarari into daily life: 

• Acquisition Channels: When asked how they obtained Sarari (multiple answers allowed), 

60.2% reported they had never obtained it. However, among active circulators, the primary 

acquisition channels were deeply tied to reciprocity and communal support: 12.0% obtained 

it as a "gratuity for assistance," 9.5% "as a token of appreciation for participating in local 

volunteer activities," and 14.0% through informal social networks as "gifts, celebrations, or 

get-well wishes". Direct purchases at the NPO accounted for only 8.0%. 

• Utilization Purpose: In terms of expenditure (multiple answers allowed), "shopping in a 

shopping district" emerged as the primary functional destination at 29.9% (139 

respondents), confirming that social reciprocity effectively converted into local economic 

liquidity. This was followed by "a thank-you for helping out" at 8.4%. Institutional 

utilizations, such as the "payment of taxes" or "fees for public facilities," registered at an 

initial baseline of 0.4% each during this phase. 

4.3. Subjective Happiness and Community Ties: The 2011 Baseline 

The 2011 Community Dock established an empirical connection between community currency 

systems and Subjective Well-Being (SWB). The average happiness score for Sarabetsu Village 

residents was recorded at 7.04 points out of 10. This represents a significant elevation—

approximately 10% higher—compared to the national baseline average of 6.47 points reported in the 

Cabinet Office survey. 

Crucially, cross-tabulation analysis confirmed that SWB is heavily stratified by civic engagement 

and institutional recognition: 

• Community Engagement and SWB: Residents who actively participated in community 

activities consistently exhibited higher average happiness scores than non-participants. This 

divergence was most pronounced in volunteer networks (Participants: 7.73 points vs. Non-

participants: 6.93 points), PTA activities (7.55 vs. 6.96), and local women’s associations  

(7.49 vs. 6.99). 

• Currency Awareness and SWB: A direct positive correlation was verified between the 

cognitive awareness of Sarari and subjective well-being. Individuals who were "very 
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familiar" with Sarari registered the highest average happiness score at 7.24 points. Those 

who "had heard of it" averaged 6.96 points, whereas residents who were "completely 

unaware" of the currency fell to a baseline of 6.07 points. This gap provides strong 

evidence that institutional visibility and integration into local media design are tied to higher 

individual well-being. 

4.4. Longitudinal Well-Being Indicators (2022–2025): SCI-Japan LWCI Analysis 

To track Sarari’s long-term institutional impacts, the analysis incorporates recent individual survey 

data (2022–2025) derived from the municipal dashboard of the "Liveable Well-Being City Indicator 

(LWCI)" operated by the Smart City Institute Japan (SCI-Japan)( Smart City Institute Japan (SCI-

Japan, 2022). 

Table 2: Trends in the Sarubetsu Village Comprehensive Well-Being Index (FY2022–2025) 

Indicator / Metric 
FY 2022 

(n=944) 

FY 2023 

(n=750) 

FY 2024 

(n=517) 

FY 2025 

(n=411) 

Range of 

Change 

Individual Happiness 

(0–10 points) 
7.1 7.1 7.1 7.1 ±0.0 

Life Satisfaction (0–

10 points) 
— 6.7 6.6 6.9 

+0.3 

(6.6➔6.9) 

Happiness in 5 Years 

(0–10 points) 
— 6.5 — — — 

Happiness in the 

Town (0–10 points) 
6.5 6.5 6.5 6.5 ±0.0 

Perceived Happiness 

of Others (1–5 points) 
— 3.4 3.4 3.4 ±0.0 

Note: "—" indicates items that were not measured during that specific fiscal year. All scores denote localized sample averages. 

As shown in Table 2, individual happiness has remained remarkably stable at 7.1 points over the 

four-year period, showing no significant variation from the 2011 survey results and remaining 

consistently higher than the national 6-point average. The statistical mode for happiness was a score 
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of 8 across all years (accounting for 23.5%–23.9%), with the high-score group (6–10 points) 

encompassing over 70% of the entire population. 

Concurrently, "Life Satisfaction" experienced a positive shift, rising to its highest level of 6.9 points 

in FY2025, a trajectory correlated with the full-scale deployment of the Super Village Initiative 

launched in June 2022. In contrast, the "town-wide happiness score" remained rigid at 6.5 points. 

This minor gap (0.6 points lower than individual scores) reflects a structurally common national 

trend where residents rate their personal status highly while evaluating the broader collective context 

somewhat more conservatively. The metric "People around me seem happy" remained stable at 3.4 

points out of 5, sitting comfortably above the median of 3.0. 

4.5. Factor Analysis: The Dichotomy of Rural Abundance and Convenience 

To dissect the structural drivers of Sarabetsu's SWB, Table 3 lists the standardized subjective scores 

(where the national average is calibrated to 50) and objective statistical indicators across 24 specific 

factors. 

Table 3: Factorial Breakdown of Subjective and Objective Well-Being Scores (FY2022–2025) 

Factor Classification 
Subjective 

FY2022 

Subjective 

FY2023 

Subjective 

FY2024 

Subjective 

FY2025 

Objective 

2025 

Environmental Harmony — 108.8 98.4 106.3 57.9 

Connection to the 

Community 
87.8 105.8 81.8 87.0 55.2 

Child-rearing — 91.5 82.4 75.4 48.0 

Nature's Bounty 83.0 76.7 77.9 78.7 50.5 

Housing Environment 82.9 72.3 77.3 78.7 55.1 

Natural Disasters 

(Security) 
— 92.0 74.6 85.0 48.7 

Culture and Arts 82.3 81.6 68.9 72.5 44.4 
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Factor Classification 
Subjective 

FY2022 

Subjective 

FY2023 

Subjective 

FY2024 

Subjective 

FY2025 

Objective 

2025 

Self-efficacy — 57.8 60.5 69.1 68.3 

Healthcare and Welfare 65.1 71.6 60.1 65.9 53.7 

Local Government 75.0 70.5 61.9 63.2 51.0 

Accidents and Crimes — 76.9 54.8 59.5 66.5 

Primary/Secondary 

Education 
— 60.8 54.5 55.4 40.8 

Diversity and Tolerance — 73.4 56.6 55.5 44.5 

Abundance of Ed. 

Opportunities 
— 59.8 50.1 53.6 46.1 

Digital Life — 58.7 50.2 50.3 41.1 

Public Spaces 70.8 63.1 51.5 48.5 44.2 

Urban Landscape — 53.4 43.0 43.7 35.7 

Business Creation 75.4 53.0 39.6 37.7 44.0 

Recreation & 

Entertainment 
— 37.6 31.1 36.7 56.3 

Transportation — 36.1 34.4 35.5 27.5 

Employment and Income — 42.8 32.8 32.7 67.5 

Shopping and Dining — 17.2 15.9 19.9 41.4 

Note: Standardized scores are scaled such that 50 represents the national average. High subjective groups and critically low groups 

reveal the internal polarization of rural well-being. 
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Key Structural Insights from Factorial Tracking 

1. The Core Strengths of Rural Abundance: Factors such as "Environmental Harmony" 

(106.3 in FY2025), "Connection to the Community" (87.0), and "Child-rearing" (75.4) have 

consistently tracked at exceptionally high levels. This confirms that the village's agricultural 

landscape, paired with well-established mutual-aid networks, provides deep subjective value 

to the residents. 

2. The Chronic Constraints of Living Convenience: Conversely, "Shopping and Dining" 

remains extremely low (19.9 in FY2025), matching the structurally low scores of "Mobility 

and Transportation" (35.5). This reveals a stark dichotomy: while the objective economic 

status of the large-scale farming sector is high (Objective Income: 67.5), subjective 

satisfaction with occupational freedom and lifestyle convenience remains restricted 

(Subjective Income: 32.7). 

3. The Erosion of Public and Administrative Capital: Over the 4-year tracking window, 

"Business Creation" suffered a steep drop of approximately 38 points (75.4➔37.7), 

highlighting a severe decline in entrepreneurship metrics. Concurrently, both "Public 

Spaces" (48.5) and "Local Government" (63.2) exhibit a steady downward trend. 

4. The Expansion of Self-Efficacy: In direct opposition to the declining trends, "Self-

Efficacy" marked a substantial rise, climbing from 57.8 in FY2023 to 69.1 in FY2025. This 

improvement is structurally interpreted as a joint product of expanding resident participation 

via the Super Village concept and the active face-to-face mutual-aid networks sustained by 

the community currency Sarari. 

In conclusion, while the public interest currency Sarari successfully acts as an institutional stabilizer 

that secures high community ties, child-rearing environments, and individual self-efficacy, its 

current parameter configurations do not directly alleviate the structural deficits in shopping 

convenience or local economic mobility. Sarabetsu Village presents a classic polarized well-being 

profile: individual happiness is securely insulated by rural environmental abundance and civic 

reciprocity, yet bounded by long-term concerns regarding future regional sustainability and lifestyle 

convenience. 

5. Conclusion and Discussion 

5.1. Addressing the Core Question: Why Most CCs Fail vs. Why Sarari Succeeds 

This study has addressed the fundamental question raised at the outset of this paper: Why are 

community currencies (CCs) generally not sustainable over the long term, and conversely, 
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what explains the exceptional 18-year survival and continuous operation of Sarari in 

Sarabetsu Village?  

As contextualized in the literature and early historical waves, the vast majority of CC initiatives 

globally and within Japan have trended not to last very long. The non-convertible, non-commercial 

"Eco-Money" systems that boomed throughout Japan in the early 2000s—including Hokkaido's 

relatively large-scale "Kurin" experiment in Kuriyama—ultimately failed to endure because they 

were driven by administrative initiatives, remained heavily reliant on temporary subsidies, and 

suffered from monetary stagnation within isolated volunteer circles. Similarly, prominent 

international examples like Argentina’s RGT or the UK’s Bristol Pound and Brixton Pound faced 

structural limitations in maintaining long-term circulation. Precisely because the fundamental 

mission of CCs lies not in the infinite expansion of transaction scale but in sustaining a long-term, 

reliable mutual aid safety net for residents, understanding the secrets behind Sarari's longevity is of 

paramount academic and practical importance.  

Based on the empirical findings and action research documented in this paper, Sarari's remarkable 

18-year longevity is considered the combined result of the following five structural factors:  

1. "Evolutionary Institutional Design" and Multiple-Circulation Architecture: Sarari was 

institutionally designed as a public welfare currency (The NPO describes itself as a “public 

interest currency”) to simultaneously revitalize the local economy and the community. 

Rather than adhering to a rigid static model, it evolved through trial-and-error refinement of 

past failed systems. Specifically, it introduced a multiple-circulation voucher system, which 

was made operationally and legally possible by actively utilizing the regulatory easing of 

the national Structural Reform Special Zones tailored strictly to Sarabetsu's regional 

realities. This longevity strongly indicates the practical validity of the method of 

Evolutionary Institutional Design (Nishibe, 2002, 2012a, 2013, 2016, 2018).  

2. NPO Governance Structure Balancing Dual Objectives: Building directly on the critical 

operational lessons from the Hokkaido Federation of Societies of Commerce and Industry' 

early CC experiment in Tomamae Town, Sarabetsu Village established an independent 

NPO—rather than a society of commerce and industry or a government office—as the core 

operating body. This specific organizational structure successfully balances the dual 

objectives of local economic revitalization (secured via broad commercial shop 

participation) and local community revitalization (sustained through the continuous practice 

of volunteerism and mutual aid).  

3. Strong Administrative Cooperation and Public-Civil Coproduction: Structural 

cooperation with the village administration is exceptionally strong. Sarari is deeply 
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embedded into formal public functions, allowing residents to use the currency for the 

payment of resident taxes and administrative facility fees. Furthermore, the local 

government formally entrusted the NPO with public facility management contracts, 

securing a stable operational income that ensures the fiscal autonomy of the currency 

system without relying on temporary project subsidies.  

4. Stable Core Leadership and Inclusive Communicative Infrastructure: The internal 

governance of the NPO is underpinned by the stable, resilient leadership provided by its 

core members. The active, front-line participation of many female staff members has 

provided deep social trust and community embeddedness. Crucially, the daily operation of 

the physical café functions as a casual consultation and communication space, preventing 

social isolation and keeping parameter adjustments responsive to residents' daily needs.  

5. Participatory Action Research via the "Community Dock" Framework: The academic 

research group maintained an active posture of participatory action research rather than 

detached observation. Through the long-term execution of the Community Dock 

framework, the continuous involvement of researchers in system design, the empirical 

feedback of longitudinal life-satisfaction and well-being surveys, and the active facilitation 

of multi-stakeholder dialogue successfully fostered deep interpersonal ties and shared 

values. This university-community collaboration strengthened essential bonds of trust 

among the local administration, residents, and users, serving as a key institutional source of 

legitimacy and reliability supporting Sarari’s long-term operation (Nishibe, 2006, 2013, 

2018, Kusago, Nishibe, 2018).  

5.2. Policy Implications for Regional Well-Being and Sustainability 

The synthesis of these five factors yields critical policy implications for regional revitalization and 

sustainable commons governance in aging, depopulating rural societies. The polarized well-being 

profile of Sarabetsu Village analyzed in Chapter 4—where immense material agricultural abundance 

co-exists with chronic subjective deficits in daily lifestyle convenience (shopping and mobility)—

demonstrates that economic growth alone can no longer serve as the sole vehicle to increase human 

well-being.  

Therefore, a sustainable CC must not pursue fleeting trends or mere expansion. Instead, policy 

interventions must treat CCs as an integrative communication media designed to cross-lock with 

spatial and digital welfare infrastructures—such as the recent Super Village Initiative. By 

transforming external economic revenues into internal, non-market reciprocal networks, a properly 

docked community currency can successfully foster civic self-efficacy and long-term subjective 

well-being.  
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5.3. Concluding Remarks 

In conclusion, Sarari stands as an international benchmark proving that money can be consciously 

re-designed to serve as a resilient medium for civic mutual aid and regional care. As a collaborative 

academic artifact, this paper itself—co-authored through reflexive dialogue between localized NPO 

practitioners, regional project design analysts, and evolutionary and institutional economists—

embodies the very essence of the trial and error and learning loop championed by the Evolutionary 

Institutional Design andn Community Dock methodology.  
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i In Japan, Chambers of Commerce and Industry and Societies of Commerce and Industry (Shokokai) are both 
regional, public-interest business associations. The primary differences lie in their jurisdiction, scale, and membership 
makeup. Here are the specific differences broken down: 
1. Jurisdiction & Scale: Chambers operate primarily in larger cities and urban areas, which are governed directly 

by METI's Economic and Industrial Policy Bureau and established under the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry Act, while Societies (Shokokai) operate in smaller towns and villages, which are governed by the 
Small and Medium Enterprise Agency (SMEA), which is an external bureau of METI and are established under 
the Societies of Commerce and Industry Act. 

2. Target Businesses: Chambers mostly serve medium to large enterprises. Societies focus on supporting Small 
and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) and micro-businesses.  

Because Societies are strictly overseen by the Small and Medium Enterprise Agency, their entire budget, focus, and 
legal mission are tailored closely to micro-businesses and grassroots community support. Chambers, being under the 
main economic policy bureau, have a wider mandate that includes regional policy proposals, international trade 
relations, and large-scale industrial development.  
 
 


