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BY JOHN TOWNES
As physical cash becomes increasingly 

eclipsed by credit cards and other electronic 
transactions at the cash register, the regional 
alternative paper currency BerkShares is 
going digital as well.

BerkShares Inc., the nonprofit community-
based organization that issues and manages 
the currency, is currently in the final stages 
of developing a mobile app that will enable 
consumers to establish a BerkShares digital 
wallet to make purchases at participating 
businesses and organizations using their 
smartphones.

The initiative is a sign of the times. It 
reflects the increased replacement of cash 
transactions with credit cards and mobile 
payment services such as Venmo, as well 
as the emergence of more esoteric financial 
systems such as blockchain.

“BerkShares has been a successful pro-
gram, but it has become increasingly clear that 
we needed to adapt to the fact that people are 
not using cash like they did when we started,” 
said Rachel Moriarty, program administrator 
for BerkShares Inc. “We also have talked to 
merchants, and they have wanted a version of 
BerkShares that would be more convenient 
for them and better meet their needs.”

The organization is currently in the final 
stages of testing the app, which will be 
available for free for both iOS and Android 
phones. The plan is to release it in a public 
launch following the holidays in early 2022.

As an initial incentive promotion, they 
have received $60,000 in donations to give 
away 10 digital BerkShares to the first 6,000 
Berkshire businesses and residents who 
download the app and set up a digital wallet 
(visit berkshares.org for details).

The paper BerkShares currency, which 
was introduced 15 years ago in 2006, will 
continue to be offered, operating in parallel 
with its digital counterpart.

Moriarty emphasized that, while the form 
will be different, digital BerkShares has the 
same purpose and role as the paper currency. 
Both are designed to cycle spending within 
the Berkshires by facilitating local transac-
tions, rather than sending money outside of 
the Berkshires to remote corporate headquar-
ters and financial institutions.

“The ethos and goals of BerkShares re-
main the same,” she said. “This is simply an 
evolution. We expect that digital BerkShares 
will improve on the ability of the currency 
to support the Berkshire economy.”

She added that BerkShares also has an 
important educational component as a vehicle 

to encourage and demonstrate the importance 
of spending locally, as well as fostering the 
sense of community.

“That will continue with the app, which will 
include features such as a community-oriented 
news feed and a searchable business direc-
tory,” Moriarty said. ”It will also allow us to 
better visualize in real time how local spending 
circulates throughout 
the community.”

Currently about 400 
businesses accept Berk-
Shares, primarily in the 
southern Berkshires, 
with about 140,000 
bills in circulation.

The organization 
had been considering 
moving to a digital 
currency for a while, according to Moriarty.

They decided to take the leap after being 
approached by Fennie Wang, founder and 
CEO of Humanity Cash, a company that 
is working to build “circular economies” 
through community currencies.

Wang has a background in law, finance and 
technology. Her experience includes positions 
as a securities analyst with JP Morgan and 
as a securities litigation and investigations 
associate with the law firm of Wilmer Hale, 
among others. More recently she worked with 
companies in blockchain and other alternative 
financial technologies and systems before 

launching Humanity Cash, which is registered 
as a public benefit corporation.

“I decided that I want to find ways to use 
these new financial systems and technolo-
gies such as cryptocurrency for social good, 
including supporting regional economies 
and community banks,” said Wang, whose 
company is based in New York. “I was 

familiar with Berk-
Shares as a success-
ful local currency. I 
contacted them about 
working together, and 
they agreed.”

Wang is collaborat-
ing with the organiza-
tion to develop digital 
BerkShares. “Ideally, 
the goal is to create a 

currency that eventually will be a prototype 
for a ‘white label’ system that can be adopted 
by other communities,” she said.

Digital differences
While their purpose is similar, digital 

BerkShares will operate on a different basis 
than its paper sibling.

In both forms, BerkShares are tied to U.S. 
currency held in deposit accounts at partici-
pating banks. For paper BerkShares, these 
include Lee Bank, the Pittsfield Cooperative 
Bank, and Salisbury Bank.

With the paper bills, customers exchange 
their U.S. dollars for BerkShares in person at 
the banks. To provide an additional incentive 
for using BerkShares, the exchange rate is 
95 cents U.S. for $1 in BerkShares, which 
provides a built-in discount when customers 
make purchases with them.

Merchants, in turn, can use the BerkShares 
they receive to make purchases at other par-
ticipating businesses, or they can exchange 
them at the banks for U.S. dollars. The 95-cent 
exchange means they do not receive the full 
value of dollars, however.

The digital currency will be held on ac-

count at Lee Bank and Salisbury Bank. Re-
sponding to merchant feedback, rather than 
the 95 cents to $1 dollar exchange rate, digital 
BerkShares will be exchanged at a 1:1 rate.

Customers will download and use the 
app to link their own account at any bank to 
BerkShares. They then use the app to transfer 
whatever amount they choose to create a 
digital wallet of BerkShares.

With the app, they can use their phones or 
tablets to make purchases in BerkShares at 
participating businesses, similar to how they 
would use a commercial mobile payment sys-
tem such as Venmo. The merchant subtracts 
that amount from the buyer’s BerkShares 
account and transfers it into their own.

To conduct sales, merchants can place a 
static QR code next to their cash register, 
which the customer scans and then enters 
the price and shows the cashier to confirm. 
As an alternative, a merchant can generate a 
unique QR code on their own device, which 
will automatically pull the amount from the 
customer’s BerkShares account.

BerkShares can also be used to transfer 
money from one person to another or to an 
organization. Initially, such transfers will 
have to be made with both parties at the 
same location, but an option to do that from 
different locations is being planned.

Moriarty emphasized that digital Berk-
Shares have been designed to make it as con-
venient and seamless as possible for business 
and organizations to become participants by 
signing up for BerkShares. “We talked with 
businesses and listened to their concerns 
about BerkShares, and their suggestions for 
what they wanted to see,” she said.

Vendors can handle everything related 
to BerkShares through their own app. Also, 
unlike the paper version, they do not have 
to have an account or physically go to one 
of the collaborating banks to convert them 
into U.S. dollars. “Hopefully, that will also 
allow BerkShares to geographically expand 
its network of businesses into other sections 
of the Berkshires,” Moriarty said.

Accepting digital BerkShares also enables 
businesses to conduct electronic transactions 
at a lower cost than credit cards.

“With credit cards, merchants have to pay 
a processing fee of 2 or 3 percent, which can 
add up to a significant amount, especially for a 
small business,” she said. “With BerkShares, 
they do not pay a transaction fee. There is a 
fee of 1.5 percent if they cash them out for 
U.S. dollars, but that is notably less than what 
they pay for credit card fees.”

If they use the digital BerkShares to make 
purchases at other businesses that accept 
them, they are not paying any fee, she added.

Moriarty said digital BerkShares also can 
be easily integrated with a business’s other 
accounting, inventory and payment systems.

Future features are slated to include the 
ability to offer subscriptions, loyalty programs, 
and exclusive sales for BerkShares users.

Wang noted that digital currencies also 
have the potential to strengthen and expand 
the mission of organizations like BerkShares, 
by keeping more of the money generated by 
transactions and fees within the community.

“Strengthening the local economy goes 
beyond just where the money is spent,” said 
Wang. “What also matters is where your 
money goes ultimately. When you use a large 
national system like Venmo to set up a digital 
wallet, that money is deposited at large outside 
banks with no connection or responsibility 
to the community. With a system like Berk-
Shares, it goes to community banks.”

She added it also has the potential for other 
benefits, such as providing resources to create 
funds earmarked for other social goals such 
as investing in local farms.

continued on page 23
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The mobile app being developed for digital BerkShares has different features and interfaces for the con-
sumer and merchant sides of the transaction, with the goal of making the currency easier to use for both.
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“The ethos and goals of 
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This is simply an evolution. 
We expect that digital Berk-
Shares will improve on the 
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Transaction process
Behind the scenes, digital BerkShares will 

utilize blockchain technology to facilitate the 
ongoing transactions.

Blockchains and cryptocurrencies are alter-
native systems for fi nancial transactions and 
investments that have become increasingly 
prominent. They have also been controversial, 
due to their complexity, lack of transparency 
and other factors, including the amount of 
energy used to power 
the immense computers 
the systems utilize.

Wang acknowledged 
that these systems have 
a darker side, but she 
said the technology 
and infrastructure can 
also be used in ben-
efi cial ways. She said 
the primary advantage 
for BerkShares is the 
ability to handle transfers of money almost 
instantaneously, rather than being put on hold 
for several days, as in legacy banking systems.

BerkShares is utilizing an open-source 
platform called Celo, developed by a nonprofi t 
organization with the stated goal of creating 
“an inclusive fi nancial system that creates the 
conditions for prosperity for everyone.” It also 
operates on a carbon-neutral basis.

The ongoing transactions will occur sepa-
rately from the involvement of the two local 
banks where the holding accounts are based.

“We’re basically the vault where the 
money to back BerkShares is kept as an 
account,” said Chuck Leach, president of 
Lee Bank. “All of the interactions of sales 
and transfers within that are handled by an 
Automated Clearing House.”

Leach said that Lee Bank agreed to par-
ticipate in the new digital currency because 

“Whether we like it or not, 
systems like blockchain are 
coming at us all, like a train 

heading down the track,” 
Leach said. “And fi nancial 

institutions are going to have 
to adjust and learn to deal 

with them.”

it has supported BerkShares from its early 
days. “We believe BerkShares are good for 
the Berkshire economy and the community 
in many ways,” he said. “We see this as the 
next chapter that will make it easier to use 
BerkShares all the way around.”

However, Leach acknowledged that he and 
the bank’s management were initially hesitant 
when they were fi rst approached by Berk-
Shares to participate in the digital currency.

“We were skeptical and risk-averse about 
it,” he said. “That was primarily because it 
involved blockchain. We were concerned 
about that. But Fennie Wang made a convinc-
ing case for it, and once she explained why 

they wanted to use it, 
we agreed.”

Leach added that, 
from the bank’s stand-
point, it is also a learn-
ing opportunity.

“Whether we like 
it or not, systems like 
blockchain are com-
ing at us all, like a 
train heading down the 
track,” he said. “It’s go-

ing to be transformational. Sooner or later it 
will impact every business large and small. 
And fi nancial institutions are going to have 
to adjust and learn to deal with them.”

He said his bank decided that BerkShares 
was an opportunity to gain fi rsthand experi-
ence in how these systems work with no risk.

“We’re not taking a plunge into blockchain 
or making any speculative investment,” he 
said. “The way this is structured, it’s more 
like we’re dipping the tip of one toe into the 
water. BerkShares is just one account and 
does not affect the bank overall.”

Leach added that he sees digital Berk-
Shares as especially benefi cial for businesses 
here. “Merchants lose with [credit card] 
swipes because they get clipped by fees,” 
he said. “This is a way around that for them. 
That’s just one way this can be good for 
business and the economy here.”◆

Digital BerkShares
continued from page 18

Zack Marcotte has 
been promoted to director 
of fi nancial planning at 
Berkshire Money Man-
agement (BMM). Mar-
cotte began working at 
BMM during his senior 
year of high school and 
has witnessed and par-
ticipated in the building 
of the fi rm from startup 
to success. Marcotte’s 13 

years working side-by-side with BMM’s profes-
sionals provided the kind of on-the-job training 
that led to his desire to become a fi nancial advisor.

Berkshire Community College (BCC) has an-
nounced the addition of the following staff and 
faculty members. Chris Bodnar has joined BCC 
as director of procurement in the Administration 
and Finance Division, bringing 20 years of experi-
ence in buying, purchasing, planning and inventory 
management with KB Toys and a hardware store 
chain. Lauri Byrnes has joined BCC as administra-
tive assistant for academic advising in the One Stop 
Center for Student Success. Previously, she was 
offi ce coordinator for Politis Family Chiropractic 
in Pittsfi eld, along with other part-time positions 
she held while attending college. Christopher 
DeGray has joined BCC as director of facilities 
in the Administration and Finance Division. Previ-
ously, he was facilities and operations department 
director, environmental services at Westfi eld State 
University for nearly 12 years. Rolaine James 
has joined BCC as academic success coach in 
the Disability Resource Center. Previously, she 
was assistive technology access coordinator at 
Dartmouth College. Amanda Lardizabal has 
joined BCC as assistant biology professor in the 
Environmental and Life Science Department, 
STEM and Allied Health. Previously, she was 
adjunct biology professor at Davenport University 
in Grand Rapids, Mich. Charlotte Lotz has joined 
BCC as experiential learning and career services 
coordinator in the Offi ce of Student Engagement. 
Previously, she was academic advising coordinator 
at Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts for four 
years, preceded by her position as career devel-
opment coordinator at Georgia College & State 
University. Maureen McLaughlin has joined 
BCC as director of strategic initiatives. Prior to 
joining the higher education sector, she spent more 
than 20 years in the high-tech industry working in 
or with large corporations and startups. She also 
spent 10 years in public elementary schools sup-
porting severe special needs students and students 
in crisis. Kaila Mullaney has joined BCC as 
administrative assistant to the vice president and 
Offi ce of Academic Affairs. Previously, she worked 
as a sales administrator for iPrint Technologies, a 
Los Angeles-based printer, toner and technology 
company. Rebecca Schmitt has joined BCC as 
administrative assistant to the STEM and Allied 
Health Division. She earned an associate degree 
from Berkshire Community College. Sandra 
West has joined BCC as administrative assistant 
in the Nursing Division. Previously, she held ad-
ministrative positions at Pittsfi eld Public Schools, 
Springfi eld College School of Social Work, Harvard 
University and Northeastern University in Boston.

Three new members 
have joined Northern 
Berkshire United Way’s 
board of directors: Bon-
nie Howland ,  Celia 
Norcross  and Emily 
Stanford. Howland is 
the director of student 
financial services and 
interim registrar at Mas-
sachusetts College of Lib-
eral Arts. She has been a 
past member of the board 
of directors for Berkshire 
Community Action Coun-
cil, and is currently a 
board member of the MS 
Support Foundation in 
North Adams. Norcross 
is the dean of students 
at Berkshire Community 
College. She has served 
as a board member, coach 
and educator for over 
15 years with various 
youth sports organiza-
tions including the Adams 
Soccer Club, Adams 
Cheshire Savoy Youth 
Soccer, Hoosac Valley 
High School. Stanford 
has been with Greylock 
Federal Credit Union for 
13 years and became the 
branch manager of their 
Adams location in August 

2020. She has previously been involved with 
Junior League of Berkshire County and Central 
Berkshire Habitat for Humanity.

Cindy Brightly has 
been appointed director 
of human resources for 
Goodwill Industries of the 
Berkshires and Southern 
Vermont. Brightly most 
recently held the posi-
tion of human resources 
generalist and training 
coordinator for Crane Sta-
tionery in North Adams. 
She was the recipient of 
Northern Berkshire United Way’s “Outstanding 
Campaign Coordinator” award in 2018.

Kristi Brunick has 
joined Pearson Wallace 
Insurance, coming to the 
fi rm in August 2021 from 
her prior position with 
Liberty Mutual Insur-
ance. Brunick has worked 
in various roles such as 
account management, 
offi ce management, real 
estate sales, and insurance 
sales. With her focus on 

customer service and knowledge in her fi eld, 
Brunick works to ensure clients get the correct 
insurance coverage for their needs.◆
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