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A crisis shelter for women and their children 
needs the services of a handyman. Not far 
away, a halfway house has a resident handy
man but has a need also—for sheets and wom
en's clothing. Because these agencies participate 
in E l Paso's Community Resource Exchange 
( C R E ) , they w i l l be able to work out an ex
change that w i l l benefit them both. 

The C R E is an informal barter system in 
w h i c h resources like typewriters , clothing, 
books, and professional training are exchanged 
or traded among nonprofit social service agen
cies in the city. There are just two requirements 
for participation in this innovative network: an 
IRS 501 (c)(3) classification and a desire to share 
and work cooperatively wi th others. 

The Mental Health Association of E l Paso 
( M H A ) , a voluntary agency advocating for posi
tive mental health, education, and prevention, 
requested financial assistance and support from 
the Hogg Foundation for Mental Health to 
initiate and coordinate the Exchange. Such bar
ter systems have become more popular and 
more common as a means to meet needs. The 
Internal Revenue Service has ruled on barter
ing, both profit-making and nonprofit. A pam
phlet is available. Instructions for Form 1096. I n 
summary, nonprofit charitable organizations 
having tax-exempt status do not need to report 
exchanges between themselves. 
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The Role of the Mental Health Association 

The M H A is a broker of resources in E l Paso, 
matching agency needs wi th existing resources. 
Several agencies may be in need of the same 
resource, as was the case one summer w h e n 
there appeared to be a shortage of typewriters. 
There are no guarantees that a specific item or 
service wi l l be available through the C R E at a 
given time. If it cannot be supplied through the 
Exchange, the M H A staff may offer information 
or referral to help find the resource elsewhere. 

The M H A , as a broker, interviews prospec
tive agencies, noting sought-after resources and 
resources available and then arranges the ex
changes. The M H A cannot assume responsibil
ity for the outcome of exchanges. The Exchange 
is operated with the understanding that respon
sibility rests on the nonprofits engaged in re
source trading. Participating agencies receive a 
statement each quarter detailing what resources 
were used, where they came from, and the unit 
values attached. 

How It Works 

No money is exchanged, yet resources traded 
have some worth and are assigned a unit value. 
As an agency provides a resource to be traded, 
it is credited wi th that unit value. The agency 
may then use those units to obtain another 
resource from the Exchange. By the same token, 
as an agency receives a resource, it is debited 
with that unit value. A n agency is not limited in 
trading but may deal wi th any member of the 
C R E , broadening the possibility of resources 
available. It is the expectation of the Mental 
Health Association that agencies trading re
sources in the C R E w i l l report exchanges so 
they may be recorded. 

Participating agencies are not limited by the 
number of units credited to them; they may 
receive resources above the amount in their 
account. Of course, the C R E is flexible and there 
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are times when two agencies may work out a 
direct trade of resources. For example, clerical 
assistance from A may be traded for use of B's 
meeting space. Units need not be assigned 
when no debits or credits accrue (i .e. , w h e n the 
items exchanged are worth equal amounts). 
Some sample transactions have involved one-
hour's use of a meeting room considered to be 
worth five units, a three-piece sectional couch 
exchanged for 30 units, and a used wheelchair 
valued at 50 units. It is critical that agencies not 
focus on the unit values of resources and lose 
track of the real importance of the C R E — w h i c h 
is resource sharing, not unit accumulation. 

Resources represent just about anything or 
anyone a nonprofit agency requires to operate 
and deliver services. Resources are imaginative. 
Some diverse resources available through the 
exchange are services of a photographer, stress 
management training, bookkeeping assistance, 
books, boxes, and office space. A commercial 
popcorn popper and an operator may be located 
and borrowed through the C R E , along with 
more common items such as typing services and 
clothing. 

For simplification, resources are categorized 
into e l e v e n a r e a s — c l e r i c a l , e q u i p m e n t , 
facilities, necessities such as food and clothing, 
personnel, phone, professional services, other 
services (such as mimeographing or temporary 
day care), supplies, trainers, and volunteers. 
Transportation could be another category for 
consideration. Providing this resource can be
come complicated, however, because of liability 
and legal ramifications. Priorities must be 
weighed in the decision whether or not to 
include transportation as a resource available 
for exchange. 

The M H A keeps information on each agen
cy's needs and what it has to share. A s many 
specific details as possible are noted so that 
exchanges may be efficient and completed in a 
timely fashion. 
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Organizing the Exchange 

Laying the groundwork for a C R E would cer
tainly include seeking out those local founda
tions and groups likely to be potential partners 
or supporters of a barter network for nonprofits. 
A general familiarity wi th the community, its 
strengths and problems, as wel l as an informal 
assessment of agencies to determine which 
might use a barter network and for what pur
pose, would be part of the preliminary study 
needed. Program planning, as always, must be 
made with an eye to the future. 

Initially, the M H A had social work students 
interview prospective agencies and gather the 
necessary data. Interviewing skills and some 
general information about nonprofits are neces
sary for this task. If the interviewer is prepared, 
assistance may be given to agencies that have 
difficulty identifying potential resources to 
share. Interviewing prospective members is 
best accomplished face to face and at the site of 
the agency. Social work students can also per
form updating activities and assist in program 
development. 

Public relations tasks must be performed in 
order to ensure the visibility of a C R E . A simple 
mailout campaign to nonprofits could be con
ducted and followed by a phone call. Work
shops wi th a focus on networking and inter
agency communication would assist nonprofits 
in understanding a C R E and how it might 
potentially meet some of their needs. 

There are many ways in which resource 
information may be organized. A computer 
would be first choice to record all the data. 
While the M H A has prepared for a computer, at 
present information is stored in two loose-leaf 
notebooks. One notebook is for agency inter
view sheets including each agency's location, 
contact person, and resources. The second 
notebook is for records of exchanges made by 
agencies. Five- by eight-inch index cards have 
been used for day-to-day work in the record
keeping process, containing notes on prospec
tive agencies for a resource being searched, etc. 
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A s a resource is sought and found, details are 
arranged. These arrangements may take several 
phone calls. Personnel should expect to follow 
up in some cases and thus allocate time for that 
purpose. Another possible method for use 
when there are several prospective agencies 
with a needed resource is to send to the agency 
searching the necessary written information, 
names of contact persons, and phone numbers. 
This provides a written reference for future use. 

Agencies may, as a result of trading together, 
begin relationships. This in itself could do much 
to strengthen a community pool of resources. If 
agencies are encouraged to keep the unit values 
low, individual agencies' potential resources 
would become more equal. Furthermore, this 
strategy could also prevent an agency's not 
accepting a much needed resource for fear of 
"going into debt." 

Benefits and Further Possibilities 

One aspect of the C R E which may require 
special attention is teaching the nonprofits how 
to use a C R E . This is likely to be an ongoing 
activity. Perhaps nonprofits would , in time, be 
able to trade resources wi th increasing indepen
dence and allow personnel working wi th the 
C R E the opportunity to focus on program devel
opment and expansion activities. Careful plan
ning and work can ensure that inappropriate 
dependence of the nonprofits would not be 
furthered by the exchange. 

A n exchange may be one w a y to establish 
solid working relationships among service pro
viders in a community and decrease an attitude 
of " tur f i sm." A s the exchange develops, agen
cies can be encouraged and reminded to work 
out arrangements on their own as much as 
possible. Such encouragement w i l l facilitate 
communication between agency personnel and 
teach negotiating skills. 
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I n some communities it may be possible to 
include religious and church affiliated groups in 
a C R E . Many communities have ministerial 
alliances which can be approached. Although 
the E l Paso M H A has not included these groups 
thus far, it is logical that the introduction of this 
segment of the community would enlarge the 
resource pool and benefit all participants. 

Working to include the profit-making sector 
in a barter network might be appropriate, also. 
Careful planning would be required to ensure 
IRS regulations are met and maintained. Again, 
one should check IRS for information about 
bartering. 

Conclusions 

From a Women's Resource Center in a college to 
a crisis shelter to a center for the visually 
impaired, agencies large and small exchange 
needed resources for units of credit. Because 
member agencies are so different in focus, the 
resources available are broad and varied. 

When replicating a barter network for non
profits in other communities, it is important to 
recognize there is no absolute " r ight" way. A 
C R E may operate very differently in another 
community and still meet the resource needs of 
the agencies. A resource exchange is not a 
program to set up one year and abandon the 
next; agencies may come to depend on it. The 
emphasis of any barter network, no matter how 
flexible, focuses on resource sharing and the 
cooperative efforts of nonprofits. 

For more information about beginning a Com
munity Resource Exchange in your area, con
tact: Mental Health Association of E l Paso 

8929 Viscount, S-118 
E l Paso, Texas 79925 
(915) 598-0264 
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