By Jill Scott

WHEN Karlyn McSwan was arranging her wedding in 2003 she wanted to make the occasion extra personal by designing and making all her own invitations, order of services, etc. 

   Problem was, she knew she didn’t have the time, the skills—or the patience—to do them all herself. 

And when Phylis Atlee needed a hip replacement operation, she faced the problem of who was going to care for her pet cat while she was in hospital. The aging pet doesn’t like catteries and is much happier in her own home surrounded by the things she knows.

Each woman found a solution at their local bank—Castlemilk Time Bank, part of a new and growing way of volunteering which is proving to strengthen  local communities.

The only currency this bank trades in is time. 

Participants deposit their time by giving practical help and support to others and are able to withdraw their time when they need something done for themselves. A co-ordinator, called a ‘time broker’,  matches up members who have a particular need with members who have the skill to fulfil it. 

The skills can be anything from taking dog walking, to giving piano lessons, putting together CVs or coaching for public speaking.

 All contributions are measured in the time they give and one hour is one time credit whether it is for legal advice or an hour of sewing. 

Co-ordinator at Castlemilk Time Bank is Gloria Murray.  

“Castlemilk was run as a four month pilot in 1999 and was so successful it has continued since,” she explains.

“What was a part-time job for me is now full time and we also have an office administrator. 

“It’s funded by the National Lottery and we heard in December that we have been allocated another two years of funding from them.

“We’ve 193 members with over 50 of them being local organisations and businesses so it is very community-led. Helping one another can come about in many different ways. For example, a local school made a bird table for an old folks’ home and in return got the juice for an outing.

“Everyone has got something to give.

“I remember one member saying she had some Aran wool and it was going in the bin as she couldn’t complete the pattern she was working on. I knew one of our other members is a brilliant knitter and I matched them up.

“Time banks are very much about going back to being neighbourly.”

Karlyn and Phylis were matched up through the time bank to help one another out.

Phylis (57) says, “I became a volunteer about five years ago and was asked to list my skills and interests that could help others. I didn’t really think I had anything to offer but I put down that I enjoyed driving. So when other members have travel difficulties in say, getting for hospital appointments, I’m roped in.

“When I started I was working part-time as a viewing rep. for an estate agent so this type of volunteering really suited me. It was flexible, I wasn’t committed to a set number of hours every week and, if I was unable to do it, all I had to do was tell them.

 “I’ve always been very arty and really enjoy making cards so I was happy to help Karlyn with the stationery for her  wedding.

“In return when I had my hip transplant, Karlyn cared for the cat while I was in hospital. While I was recovering there were also other jobs around the house I just couldn’t do. When I wanted my mattress flipped over I put my request into the office and another member came to do it for me.”

Karlyn (35) says, “I became a volunteer four years ago and think the time bank is a fabulous idea.

“I have met so many people through it and know far more people in the area than I knew before.

“You come with one skill and learn more as you go along.

“My background is in adult literacy and teaching English as a second language and at the minute I am probably tutoring about 12 hours every week with the lessons taking place at the time bank office.

“I’ve also been away living abroad and was in Egypt for three months and have a lot of information and pictures about the country. I’ve now been asked if I will help a child doing a school project on Egypt.

“I’ve also taken to the stage even though I’d never acted in my life before! A local group who were putting on a play were short of an actor, came to the time bank looking for help and I volunteered.

“I’m hoping to call on Phylis’s skills again as my husband and I are thinking of moving house and, seeing as she has experience of showing people round houses for sale,  we want her to look our house over with a viewer’s eye before we put it on the market.”

The first time banks in the UK opened in 1998, based on an idea by Dr Edgar Cahn, an American civil rights lawyer. 

Their growth since then has exceeded anyone’s expectations in renewing community spirit.  There are now 80 active time banks across the country with another 31 developing.  In Scotland there are four with another three developing.

It’s estimated 288, 385 hours have been traded between participants.

Tam Cassidy, Director of Time Banks UK (TBUK) in Scotland says, “Unlike traditional volunteering, time banks work through reciprocity and they reach out to people who wouldn’t normally volunteer. It gives everybody a chance to contribute and to feel useful in their community. 

“Five or six people are enough to get one going. These could be your friends, people from a local tenant’s association, people you meet in the doctor’s waiting room or parents and teachers from your local school.”

If you would like more information about time banks log on to www.timebanks.co.uk   Tam Cassidy can be contacted at Timbebanks UK (Scotland), Volunteer Development Scotland Office, Stirling Enterprise Park, Stirling, FK7 7RP. 01786 479593 (ext. 249).

