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INTRODUCTION

Although barter is the oldest form of transaction in the world, we are always amazed at how often people are startled by the idea of using barter in their everyday lives. Our culture is so cash-focused that for all but an inventive few, most of us have forgotten this age-old system of exchange that much of the developing world still employs. However, as you’ll see in the following pages, barter is very much alive and well in the twenty-first century. Plenty of people—plumbers, secretaries, writers, hairstylists, moms, stockbrokers, and so on—trade their skills for goods and services they need or simply want. And for those who use barter, the results are dramatic. They save money, create new relationships, stabilize family finances, pay off and avoid debt, acquire luxuries, and improve the overall well-being of their families, just by being creative thinkers.

Our goal in writing this book is to expand possibilities. We will explain how you can use barter in your daily life to acquire the things you want and need without having to use cash (or at least not as much of it). We’ll explain how barter works and what doesn’t work. We’ll share stories with you from our own varied trading experiences, and we’ll have lots of examples of regular people like you who use barter for the things they don’t want to spend cash on (or don’t have cash for). You’ll learn about people who traded for everything from haircuts to houses, blouses to boats, and cats to cars. The wonderful thing about barter is that you leave a world limited by cash and enter the universe of unlimited possibility and creativity. All you have to do is put some effort and imagination into it.

Barter is especially helpful if your circumstances have temporarily diminished your cash flow. People who have been laid off, had their hours cut, or are just getting into the workforce should absolutely consider barter as a way to offset cash expenses and help with obtaining products and services they need while they job hunt or wait for their company’s finances to improve. When you barter your time and talents, you also relieve the stress from financial hardships and provide income that can lift your spirits so you can keep going. The products and services you barter can also help you stay out of debt as you reconfigure your life. It also shows you another way of managing the world and that your worth isn’t connected to just a paycheck. Barter could, in fact, solve your money problems, and at the very least, it can certainly help.

Beyond finances, we are excited about barter’s potential—really, your potential—to change your world into a more engaged, involved, and caring place. Just like the old-fashioned barn raising where all the neighbors came to help one farmer erect his barn, barter helps you build a better, bigger sense of community, where new friends help each other solve problems. In some ways, we’re talking about a more compassionate, concerned world where everyone recognizes that “we’re in this together.” It’s also using technology such as Internet barter sites to expand your face-to-face interactions with your community, your circle of friends, and your repertoire of problem-solving skills and solutions.

Ultimately, we want this book to reveal the wide array of possibilities that barter can bring into your life and the joys that will come with them.

To bountiful bartering!

Karen S. Hoffman 
Shera D. Dalin
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CHAPTER 1

WHAT BARTER CAN DO FOR YOU

If you want to teach people a new way of thinking, don’t bother trying to teach them. Instead, give them a tool, the use of which will lead to new ways of thinking.

—Buckminster Fuller



 In 1972, high school sweethearts Karen and Rick Hoffman had been married only a few months and were living in Rick’s mom’s basement apartment. The couple really wanted to buy a house, but, like a lot of newlyweds, they had little money and no prospects for getting enough for a down payment on a house anytime soon. Karen, who was only eighteen at the time, began calling real estate companies to ask if there were any rental homes available.

Each agent responded in nearly the same way: Little or no rental property was available, but would she like to buy a house?

Karen was frustrated by the lack of homes for rent, but she began paying attention to how the agents discussed the properties they had for sale. Always an acute listener, she began piecing together tidbits of information that the agents dropped. One talked about the requirements of getting a home loan through the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), but the couple would have to come up with closing costs, which they didn’t have. Another discussed asking a seller to pay closing costs because he was “highly motivated.”

Hmmm, thought Karen. There’s more to this story than just buying a home. If I can just put these pieces together, there may be room for negotiation.

Excited and nervous, Karen began looking at prospective houses, but nothing she saw fit their tiny budget—as well as Rick’s race car and gear and their dogs, Sam and Spooky. Karen gave up on working with an agent to find a home. Instead, she and Rick decided to make their own destiny. They drove through neighborhoods in the area where they’d grown up—first hers, then his—looking for houses for rent or homes that looked vacant. On their first trip out, they found nothing. But on only their second trip, they found a vacant but enticing small ranch for sale on a cul-de-sac. It had a garage that would hold Rick’s race car and a fenced yard that would be perfect for the dogs. Like a good omen, it was on a street named Rickey. Although they didn’t want to get their hopes up too much, it certainly seemed to be exactly what they were looking for.

They called the agent representing the home owner and discovered that the owner lived out of state and was tired of dealing with renters, repairs, and hassles. While the little fifteen-year-old ranch was structurally sound, its insides were a mess. There was psychedelic paint covering the walls, twoby-fours painted black and nailed to the living room walls as “decor,” hardwood floors with significant damage, a sidewalk that needed new cement, and minor work that needed to be done to the exterior. The seller was willing to go through FHA to sell her home but didn’t want to invest the money, and she lived too far away to handle all the repairs that would make the home eligible for an FHA loan.

The deal seemed doomed before they could even get started, but, Karen, ever the creative thinker, began to ponder other ways to make it happen.

“What if we offered to make all the repairs that were needed in exchange for living in the house without paying rent?” Karen proposed to Rick. Since Rick was quite a handyman (and would later become a contractor), he loved the idea.

They made their proposal to the seller’s real estate agent, and the home owner agreed. In the meantime, they worked to save the few hundred dollars they needed for their down payment while rehabbing the home. They poured all of their time and energy into hammering, patching, wallpapering, and laying flooring, and within six months, they had saved enough to make the down payment and were ready to close. As agreed, the seller paid the closing costs. That and Rick’s job enabled them to qualify for that FHA loan. Because of Karen’s innovative idea, the young couple had their first home in a short time and with little money.

In fact, having a house so early in their marriage allowed the Hoffmans to build up $10,000 in equity that would serve to help them buy a larger home when Karen was only twenty-one and Rick was twenty-two. The equity in that home accrued and allowed them to purchase larger houses as their family grew and needed more space. Eventually, the couple was able to build their dream home, again, using the equity from their previous houses as well as cash they had saved from the many other trades they had made for items they wanted or needed.

Barter became a powerful force in the life of Karen and her family from that point forward.


SO WHAT CAN BARTER DO FOR YOU?

Probably more than you imagine. All you’ll need is your imagination and a little help from this book to put barter to use in your life. It also helps to have a willingness to put aside the beliefs that all of us have grown up with: that you have to save money, make money, or borrow money to buy the things you want. This is probably the hardest thing for all of us to learn. Stop before whipping out a wallet, a checkbook, or a debit or credit card and ponder, Is there another way I can get what I need or want?

When you embrace bartering, you bring a host of benefits into your life that you hadn’t considered before. The A-number-one benefit you reap from barter is saving cash. If you can barter your services for something you would normally pay for, you have clearly freed your cash for something that you can’t get through barter.

Trading can save you time. If you’re like us, you would rather visit the dentist than have to clean house. So bartering for housecleaning is a mighty fine way to avoid doing a chore you dislike and free up your time to do something you do like, perhaps by keeping the books for your housecleaning company or babysitting for the owner’s children. Doesn’t spending more time doing what you love to do rather than trudging through something you hate to do sound like a far more appealing way to live your life?

If you’re concerned about the environment, barter is a great way to recycle. Instead of dumping your stuff into the trash stream, barter it to keep it out of our growing landfills and productive for someone who really needs it.

Another pleasantly unexpected benefit to barter is how it strengthens friendships and builds your sense of community in ways you wouldn’t have anticipated. Shera trades her writing and marketing skills with a concierge doctor, who, in turn, cares for Shera’s family. In a cash-only system, Shera’s family would never have considered paying $3,000 a year on top of insurance for a doctor’s care. But in this case, the doctor makes house calls and is available by cell phone, 24/7. Since traditional doctors don’t usually provide their personal cellphone numbers or drop by the house to check on your child’s rash, Shera is delighted to be able to use her talents to obtain such a wonderfully luxurious commodity that would have been otherwise out of reach. Her husband, a busy executive, loves having a concierge doctor because he doesn’t have to wait in her office and saves hours in his time-crunched day. But beyond the benefits of having such great care, Shera has become friends with her doctor in a way that she has never been able to with any other medical professional. Because she and her doctor meet for lunch, chat about their families, and, oh yeah, get a little work done in the process, they have established a friendship that not only helps both of them do better work for each other but also broadens their base of friends and their sense of community.

Building a sense of community through barter happens in many other ways. Working moms and dads might appreciate the system that two families in St. Louis created. These two couples, each with young children, agreed to host dinner for the other couple once a week. During those dinners, the couples were able to taste recipes that were new to them, leave behind the pressure of making dinner that night, hang out with their friends, share a glass or two of wine, and let their kids romp with each other in a safe environment.

“We figure it’s a night of entertainment since the adults get to talk and the kids get to run around together, and at least one family gets a break from making a weeknight meal,” explains mom Valerie Hahn.

Some people have used barter to create babysitting co-ops that not only saved them hundreds of dollars on sitters but also built a sense of community and lifelong friendships and allowed them to live richer lives because they weren’t tied to the dollar.

In a cash transaction, you write a check or swipe your credit card and then consume your goods or service as just another customer. But the very nature of barter makes it more personal and builds friendships that can last beyond the length of the barter arrangement. Simply setting up the deal ensures that you are going to have a much more interactive relationship than a cash sale. And that relationship often grows, bringing more barter opportunities your way. When your trading partner is happy with the transaction, he or she is more likely to refer other barter deals your way, assuming you’ve got the goods or capacity to meet the demand. If you want repeat trades or referrals, treat people right. Karen traded her coaching services with a chiropractor and was so delighted with the treatment she received that she referred the chiropractor to five friends who then became paying patients of the chiropractor, amounting to thousands of dollars of revenue.

When you don’t swipe that credit card to get what you need, you’ve just taken a bit of pressure off your family’s finances and left room on your credit line that you may need for other purchases. Since cash and, more than ever before, credit are scarce, avoiding the need to access a credit line will also help you keep your credit score high or improve it over time. If your credit cards are maxed out, barter opens up a whole world of goods and services that were simply unavailable to you via plastic or the often-elusive bank loan.

The psychological impact that barter has on you and your family can be tremendously positive. Depression occurs and self-esteem drops when you cannot provide for those you love. So if you are struggling with debt, have lost your job, or just need more money, barter can help you handle those pressures by providing other avenues of getting what you want or need. If you can barter for child care, you’ve taken a huge stressor off your list of worries. Your children will be able to sense when you are less stressed and more relaxed on a daily basis. If you’re feeling less pressure, you’ll be in a better frame of mind and more likely to interact with your kids in a positive way. Less stress means less yelling and less tension and more happiness all around. You can’t measure the immense value of a healthier, happier home life.

But what if it’s not a product or service that you need? Perhaps what you’re really hunting for is education; barter can help there too. There are universities, community colleges, and trade schools that barter from time to time. Perhaps you can work in office administration, libraries, or classrooms; write newsletters; cater; and so on in trade for your tuition.

Perhaps traditional education may not be exactly what you’re looking for. What if you’ve lost a job and need to get experience in a new industry? You could apply to be an intern, but then you’d be competing with the entire field of college kids who are seeking the same internships. (Plus you might feel a tad awkward being an intern if you’ve got more salt than pepper in your hair.) Karen’s uncle Don gave us a lesson in how to barter time for education.

Don was between jobs and really had the urge to get into the radio business. He was intrigued by it and thought it would be fun, as well as enable him to earn a living. So he visited a radio station he liked and applied for a job. He was turned down. He applied again and was turned down. Determined to work for the station, he offered to be an unpaid salesman for two weeks, so he could learn the ropes. They said yes. For two weeks, Don worked his tail off learning the radio sales game. At the end of that time, he was offered a paying job where none had been available before. Don bartered his way into an excellent, hands-on education and a paying job. Better still, within about five years, Don had advanced at the station to become its general manager. The guy who had bartered his time was now running the show. Even if he had never been hired at that station, Don still would have learned valuable sales skills that he could apply at another station or in a related field.

Don is a perfect example of someone who was unemployed and used barter—in the sense of trading time for opportunities—to reinvent himself. Most people frantically begin job hunting when they get a pink slip, which is a perfectly understandable reaction. But when the economy is in recession or jobs are simply hard to find in your field, barter is an option that can open new doors for you. If you lose your secretarial job but have secretly yearned to open your own restaurant, barter can help you get started. Maybe you’ve never worked in a restaurant and have no idea where to begin. No problem. Barter your time like Don did and get the experience you need, along with the inside tips, tricks, and strategies of running a restaurant, all for the cost of your time. Plus, you won’t jeopardize your unemployment insurance because you’ll be working for free while you learn. We want you to begin to view your time as a valuable asset that is worth using in order to receive something equally valuable in exchange.

Maybe what you really want is time with a career counselor or outplacement specialist to help you fine-tune your résumé or interviewing skills. Or possibly you just need help figuring out what your next career should be. Barter can help you access those services without having to deplete your dwindling cash reserves. Perhaps a personal Web site with a portfolio or other reference material is what you lack; trading your skills with a webmaster could solve that problem without cash changing hands. You get a professionally designed Web site to show off your work, and the webmaster gets an advocate in you, another site to add to his or her portfolio, and a bit of advertising at the bottom of your home page.

Chances are also good that you’ve got skills from your downsized job that you can trade for what you need. While cash is still king, you can ease your need for hard currency by trading your carpenter services (or whatever your talent is) for, say, restaurant gift certificates for a few free meals at the place you helped remodel. Maybe you used to have a job as a buyer or procurement clerk; have you thought about helping a small business get the best deals on their raw materials with your top-notch bargaining skills? If you’re a tech guru, you can trade your information technology savvy for child care that will give you free time to job hunt. What about trading your technology skills for upgrades on the technology you need but can’t afford?

Another area that is always ripe for barter is marketing. Your marketing skills can help a graphic designer who is redoing a restaurant’s menu or signage. A public relations specialist can help promote nearly any business. Any talent that is marketing related holds special appeal to business owners, who will be apt to trade services with you. Clearly, the potential is enormous, limited only by your imagination and willingness to give it a go.

Barter isn’t just about acquiring stuff; it can also be about getting rid of stuff, too—namely, all of those items currently cluttering up your basement, attic, shed, barn, closets, trunk, space under the beds, and storage unit. (This also means saving on storage fees for the unit once you empty it out.) By offering to barter your excess furniture, bikes, kids’ clothes, and maybe even that dusty treadmill—we know you had good intentions, but just think about how much guilt you’ll be free of once you pass it on to someone who will actually use it—you free up space for the great new items you’ll get and actually use. Maybe you’ll trade those items for a service like dry cleaning so that you can avoid re cluttering the garage. Best of all, you’ll be keeping your unwanted junk out of a landfill and getting it back into use by someone who truly wants it. Voilà! You’ve become a trader and an environmentalist. Didn’t know you had it in you, huh?

So now that you and the kids have traded all those old clothes from your now-clean and organized closets for newer ones, how about a vacation, compliments of barter? Many savvy folks who don’t have enough disposable income to afford a cruise or time at a fancy resort still get to have fabulous vacations because they barter for them. Perhaps you can trade your handyman skills for the cruise or your housecleaning labor for the resort stay. The trick on this sort of luxury-item barter is that you’ll almost certainly have to find someone on the inside of the vacation provider who can help you make a direct trade happen. Bartering directly with a cruise line, airline, or resort is difficult, generally speaking, although not impossible. However, a commercial barter exchange, which is a for-profit company that brokers trades and handles all the accounting for you, will give you options on other vacations that the most in-demand spots won’t allow. Hotels, bed-and-breakfast inns, or smaller, family-owned resorts will be trading options on an exchange. With an exchange-based trade, you will get a tremendous amount of flexibility, a faster conclusion to the transaction, and access to vacation options you wouldn’t have had otherwise.

If you prefer a less-programmed vacation, there are options for swapping homes—even with families who live overseas.

There are Web sites such as HomeExchange.com that connect people who want to swap their homes with others in locations all over the world. (Read more about this in chapter 6, and find a list of barter Web sites in the Resources section.) Here’s your chance to pack your luggage for a vacation in Paris or San Diego or wherever—for no cash.

Perhaps you’re the type of person who has a big heart but a small wallet. You’d like to give more to your favorite cause or charity, but you just don’t have the disposable income to do it. We automatically assume that we must spend money to support the charitable causes we love. Money doesn’t always have to be the solution. Instead of writing a check, you can use barter as a creative avenue to help a cause. How about bartering your services or time? Find the company that produces what your charity needs and offer your services or goods to that company in exchange for a donation of what your charitable cause needs. It’s not only a win for your charity; it also gives the company supplying the wish-list item an opportunity to support a good cause and gain a bit of public goodwill for doing so.

An organization that Shera belongs to was holding a trivia night fund-raiser and used barter to lower the costs that the trivia master charged. Members of the organization used their personal Twitter accounts to send out promotional “tweets” about the trivia master working with the organization. In exchange for those tweets and some other promotional efforts, the trivia master lowered his costs by about 20 percent. He got great publicity, and the organization saved money, which could then be used for scholarships. Everybody won. (Check out chapter 8 to learn more about charitable giving and barter.)

Maybe your desires lean more toward the for-profit world. Budding entrepreneurs can use barter to save money on business start-up costs, which can often be dream-killing obstacles. We know many entrepreneurs who have used their skills not only to save money on starting their businesses but also to attract new customers at the same time. When Shera first started her writing business, Karen introduced her to a women’s entrepreneur organization that needed public relations help. Shera traded her PR and press release writing talents for membership in this influential businesswomen’s networking organization. That membership gave Shera access to a large group of women entrepreneurs that she would have been hard-pressed to meet and interact with otherwise. Barter is a powerful tool in the entrepreneur’s tool kit, and it is one that is too often overlooked.




THE BOTTOM LINE

Obviously we aren’t saying you will be able to get everything you want through barter—at least not immediately. It’s true that some items, particularly those that are in high demand or in short supply, may not be available for barter. Temporarily. When the demand drops or the supply goes up, the barter option returns to the table. Patience is an absolute necessity when you barter.

What it all boils down to is that barter opens up an entire realm of possibilities and ideas that you never considered before. Barter is the tool that helps to create possibilities in your head and your heart. Our hope is that you, instead of reciting mantras like “I can’t afford it” or “We shouldn’t spend our money on that,” start saying, “Why is it so easy for me to barter for what I want and need?” Indeed, we hope this will become your affirmation.

Whether you barter to help your family, yourself, or a friend, bartering is a tool that can affect you emotionally, physically, and financially. Trading can make you a more creative problem solver, more self-reliant, and more hopeful. This is especially true if you are dealing with a large debt load, underemployed, or unemployed. The sense of defeat and despair that arises in those situations for most people can yield to a new sense of opportunity, broader horizons, and optimism for the future—a future less needful of cash.


GREAT TRADE!

Jacqueline Freeman wins our award for Amazing Trader, not only for sheer volume but also for inventiveness. Jacqueline and her husband, Joseph, are organic farmers at Friendly Haven Rise Farm in Venersborg, Washington (population 3,000). Jacqueline admits that she’s got an advantage because she lives in a small town, where bartering is easier. She’s also got a leg up because she’s a farmer, and farmers are barterers by nature and tradition. But she insists that barter isn’t just for country folks. When she was an urbanite living in Seattle, she once provided an elderly woman with physical therapy in exchange for home-baked treats. The patient desperately needed the treatment but couldn’t afford it, and Medicare reimbursed only a small fraction of the cost; in addition, the patient was too proud to accept charity despite her pain. By bartering, both women came out winners. Jacqueline was thrilled to have home-baked goodies in exchange for helping someone in need to heal; the patient got the treatment she needed with her pride and dignity intact and without going broke.

Jacqueline has also traded a seat in the beekeeping classes she teaches for pepperoni venison and homemade preserves. One woman attended the class in exchange for home-baked organic fruit pies. Jacqueline has bartered a beehive for Cutco knives; half a butchered cow for using a neighbor’s pasture and barn for a year and haying his field; dental fillings for physical therapy; two young calves for a butchered hog, cut up and ready to go into her freezer; her artistic ability creating menus for free meals (very helpful when she was a broke twenty-something); a stay on her farm for a radio host and her husband in exchange for being featured on their show four times a year—and much more. Joseph has learned to barter from Jacqueline’s example over the years, and he once traded his horse-training skills for a class in saddle making.

“Anything that improves my life is a good trade,” Jacqueline says, even when the trade is a bit lopsided in the other person’s favor.

The key is to be open to barter opportunities and listen carefully when people talk about what they need in life. Chances to barter are everywhere if you start looking for them, even just casually, she says. That’s how she runs across most of her trades, and she’s sure you can do the same, if you’re open.




TRADING TIP

Start keeping your ears and eyes open for chances to barter. Listen to what people say they lack or need. Once you become more attuned to the opportunities to make trades, more of them will come your way. Take a chance and ask if they want to trade!
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CHAPTER 2

THE BARTER LURKING AROUND YOUR HOUSE

Ideas create possibilities. Possibilities offer hope.
 Create some!

—Karen S. Hoffman



 There are barter opportunities hiding all around your home. They are under the bed, lounging in your attic, lurking in your basement, sneaking around your garage. Here you were, living in your humble abode all this time, and you had no idea. Don’t blame yourself. You’re not the only one who doesn’t know about all that wealth hiding in plain sight. Even the best traders forget about the stuff they have that could be bartered. So let’s take a peek inside those boxes in the basement and the dark corners of your closet to see what’s hanging out in there that could save you some cash.


TURNING GOODS INTO GOODIES

We’ll start with the easy stuff. You’ll need your favorite notepad, writing utensil, and maybe a digital camera if you have one. Pick a room in your home. Instead of looking at the things you usually focus on in this room, notice the items that you rarely pay attention to. What things are cluttering the space? Maybe that chair that’s become a place to throw your coats—the one that hasn’t felt your backside in months, maybe years? It could be your next barter victory. Check under the bed. Chances are there are items stored underneath that you’ve long forgotten about that need a good home (excluding the dust bunnies). Check the drawers in your bureau, especially those “junk drawers.” If you haven’t worn, sat on, played with, displayed, or used it in more than year, you won’t miss it. Time to prowl through the dark corners of your closet: Are there clothes, coats, boots, purses, hats, or other accessories that could go back into circulation?

Start collecting these items in a central location and writing down what each one is. Include a brief description, including brand names, sizes, or other information that will help you sort through it. If you’ve got a digital camera, take some shots so you can upload them to barter Web sites when you’re ready. A few different angles—including ones that show logos or other identifying information, as well as any flaws—will be helpful. Make the objects look as attractive as possible. In this day of high-end advertising, consumers expect top-notch graphics. Traders will accept lower standards, of course, but we’re all human and highly attuned to the onslaught of the product beauty pageant. Fuzzy, dimly lit photos won’t help you make any trades.

If there are items you are debating putting up for barter, just put a question mark beside them and see how you feel in a few days or a week. You may decide that they are too precious to part with or, after a bit of time, more like clutter than treasure.

Don’t get distracted cleaning or trying on items as you go through the sorting process; you can do that later. Rather, focus your energy on finding, cataloging, describing, and assigning a value to the items you can trade. Besides, it’ll be easier to clean when you’ve transferred all your excess stuff to someone else’s home.

Do this same task room by room. Make sure you root through the garage, attic, basement, and other unused areas of your home. Poke around in boxes, shelves that haven’t been disturbed for ages, toy chests that haven’t been investigated by little hands for several months, and any other neglected container.

Don’t take the furniture for granted. Is there a table, desk, chair, chest, or other furnishing that you could refinish so that it fetches a better trade? Would a new covering on a cushion, often an easy repair, make a set of dining chairs more up-to-date and a definite must-have? If you’ve got a small appliance or electronic device that is beyond your skills to repair or refurbish, don’t worry—you’ve still got a potential trade on hand. Handymen love snapping up those sorts of items to fix and sell for a nice price.

Random objects such as mismatched tools, picture-hanging supplies, spackle, and the like could be lumped together as a fix-it kit. Gather up your unused hair ornaments, extra beauty supplies, and stray costume jewelry and label it “Girl’s Dress-Up Kit” or “Makeover Magic Collection.” Sometimes a little creative marketing goes a long way. Just make sure you can describe the most attractive or valuable objects in the collection to get traders interested in the whole kit and caboodle. If you’ve got a spare decorative box or the energy to wrap a plain container in a festive or appropriate style of paper, you now have an excellent holder to offer your wares in.

After you’ve canvassed all the obvious spaces (bedroom, kitchen, garage), take a look at the ones you missed. How about your yard or patio? Ready to relocate some lawn furniture, a forlorn pool, the bike no one rides, or the kiddie car no one races anymore? How about that overcrowded bed of iris, hostas, or daffodils that you could thin and then trade the excess bulbs? Itching to uproot a few shrubs and trade them for a rose bush or two in their place? Do you pay someone to mow your lawn but still own a lawn mower that’s just gathering dust? This is an excellent item to barter, perhaps with the guy who cuts your grass or with the neighbors who could trade you leftover bulbs or veggies from their garden.

What about your pets? Now, before you think we’re telling you to put Fluffy up for barter, consider this: When Karen was about ten years old, she had a tank of fish. When the fish would get too big for the tank, she would take them to the pet store she bought them from and trade them for different fish, often smaller. Larger fish are harder for pet stores to source, so Karen’s trade not only provided a nice new fish inventory for the owners but also kept her own fish tank more diverse and interesting. And when one group of fish grew too large again, back to the pet store she’d go for another trade.

Years later, Karen’s son Joe had a cat that never bonded with him; Joe was so disappointed that the cat wanted nothing to do with him. One day, Karen’s husband, Rick, was chatting with a buddy about the situation, and the friend offered a solution. He had a Llewellin setter he had bred for hunting, but that dog just wouldn’t hunt. He offered to trade the setter for the aloof feline. The new puppy and Joe were a better match, and the cat got a home where her snobbish temperament was appreciated—a pet problem solved through barter.

Vehicles can play into your barter plans in interesting ways, depending on what you want to do with them. If you’ve got an old car that you aren’t using, you could trade it for something you do want. If you have a vehicle that no longer suits your needs and is in good shape, you’ve got even more creative possibilities. Maybe your aging parents need a vehicle that has hand controls or other adaptive technology. Perhaps your family has grown, and you need to get rid of your sports car or motorcycle in favor of a van or family-friendly vehicle. By the same token, if your children have grown up and moved out, it’s a great time to trade your SUV for a smaller car (and think of the gasoline you’ll save).

Sometimes you’ll want to trade a vehicle out of desire rather than necessity. Karen’s husband, Rick, is a great example of that. Rick once bought a race car that was overequipped for the type of racing he really wanted to do. If he had tried to trade it back in to the dealer, he would have gotten far less than he had paid for it. Instead, Rick offered to trade the car to a buddy who had a muscle car that was more to the specs Rick had in mind. They made the trade, and both were delighted with the exchange.

Some people have equipment like a backhoe, electric generator, trailer, bush hog, snowmobile, personal watercraft, or karaoke machine. Often that equipment isn’t being operated 100 percent of the time, but you can make it work for you even when you aren’t using it. It presents a couple of fantastic barter opportunities: You can either offer to perform work using the equipment or allow a trading partner to use the machinery without you. Either way, you put tools, implements, recreational vehicles, and other such equipment to work for you even when you aren’t using it. Imagine the possibilities: You can trade your personal watercraft for time in someone’s vacation home on the water. You can barter your karaoke machine for free drinks or meals at your favorite bar or pub. Let a friend use your power washer in exchange for having them also wash off your deck or siding. While both traders’ specific needs may seem, at first, hard to match, it all begins with a conversation about what each person has to offer and a willingness to get creative about the exchange.

Most likely the big-ticket items for barter are easier to spot around your house, but did you also consider taking a closer look at your books, DVDs, games, and CDs? Those are all highly barterable items, and there are several great Web sites solely focused on entertainment that will give you venues for exchange. Just by listing a single item on a site like Swaptree.com, you could get access to hundreds of other items that people are willing to exchange, all for the cost of postage. This is especially helpful if you’ve got bookcases full of novels you won’t read again, movies your kids have tired of or outgrown, and games that you’ve mastered. While we love our public libraries and various rental services, barter sites like these mean there’s no need to worry about return dates or late fees. They take some of the stress out of everyday living. And when you’re tired of them, you can trade them again for something new; now that’s serious recycling.

There are also Web sites for trading unused gift cards. If you can’t fathom ever redeeming that card from Aunt Ethel for the Fruitcake-of-the-Month Club, sites like CardAvenue.com or PlasticJungle.com allow you to trade for cards at the places you really do want to shop. You get the stuff you really want, and you don’t have to figure out where to put all those fruitcakes. As an added layer of protection, these sites verify the amounts on the cards before the trade can happen, which is a bit more reassuring than just putting an offer on CraigsList.org.

If you want to add a social element to your barter experience, organize a neighborhood barter party. Neighborhoods like Sunnyside in Portland, Oregon, and Norwood, in Cincinnati, Ohio, have been doing just that. The structure of the neighborhood swap can vary greatly, depending on how the community wants it to transpire. In Sunnyside, for instance, everyone brings their stuff to a school gym where it’s sorted by type. Volunteers who help with orchestrating the Useful Goods Exchange get first pick of the booty. Then the doors are thrown open, and the neighbors mosey through to pick up whatever they want. The swap works on the honor system, and the community loves it. In Norwood, the neighbors simply share whatever they have that others might need, such as a lawn mower or working in the community garden.

Another take would be for the neighbors to pick a date for a barter block party and then position all their stuff in their yards like a yard sale and then let the swapping begin. Each neighbor could use scrip for items “purchased” or “sold” if they don’t feel that the honor system would work. Anything that isn’t sold can be donated to charity.

Other neighborhood swaps focus on particular types of items: Halloween costumes, clothing, plants, bulbs, seeds, toys, sports equipment, books, movies, CDs, home accessories—you name it. In the end, everyone gets to trade away what they no longer want and replace it with something far more useful or desirable.
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