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Any sound e cological pe rspe ctive  re sts in gre at part 
on our social pe rspe ctive s and inte rrelationsh ips; 
h e nce  to draw  up an e cological agenda th at h as no 
room  for social conce rns is as obtuse  as to draw  up a 
social agenda th at h as no room  for e cological conce rns

M urray Book ch in
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TH E ROCKY ROAD TO  A REAL TRANSITION: TH E TRANSITION 
TOW NS MOVEMENT AND W H AT IT MEANS FOR SOCIAL CH ANGE.

Th e re ’s be e n a lot of talk  about Transition Tow ns (TT) late ly. In a 
nutsh e ll, th e  TT approach  offe rs a pe rm aculture -influe nce d m ode l for a 
transition to a low  carbon socie ty. Th e  original ide a gre w  out of a full 
tim e  pe rm aculture  de gre e  in Kinsale , Ire land w h e re  in 2005 Rob 
H opk ins and h is stude nts de ve lope d a tow n w ide  Ene rgy De sce nt Plan 
for a te n-ye ar pe riod. Th e  ide a spre ad q uick ly to Totne s and Le w e s and 
now  th e re  are  ne igh bourh oods, village s, citie s and w h ole  islands 
e m bark ing on th e  journe y. Th e re  are  curre ntly ove r 35 tow ns and citie s 
w h o are  officially part of th e  transition ne tw ork , and m ore  th an 600 
are  conside ring joining in th e  UK alone . TT fore grounds th e  big tw in 
th re ats as clim ate  ch ange  and pe ak  oil, (th e  point w h e n th e  m axim um  
rate  of global production is re ach e d and be gins its te rm inal de cline .) 
TT argue s th at th e se  proble m s, can be  tack le d only if w e  de ve lop 
robust com m unity re sponse s, form ing local groups th at grapple  w ith  
issue s lik e  food, h e alth , transport, e ne rgy, te xtile s, and w aste  and 
w ork ing out h ow  th e y can be com e  le ss fossil fue l de pe nde nt on a local 
le ve l. Th e re  are  tw e lve  ste ps to transition w h ich  are  laid out in th e ir 
‘Prim e r’ docum e nt and th e  aim  is to draw  up and im ple m e nt an e ne rgy 
de sce nt plan follow ing th is m ode l w h ich  involve s local busine sse s, 
councils and participation by e ve ryone . Local groups can ask  to affiliate  
to a national ne tw ork , w h ich  offe rs national co-ordination. 

A Transition Initiative  is a com m unity th at is unleash ing its ow n latent 
collective  ge nius to look  Peak  O il and Clim ate  Ch ange  squarely in th e  e ye  
and to discove r and im plem ent w ays to addre ss th is BIG que stion:

"For all th ose  aspects of life  th at th is com m unity ne e ds in orde r to sustain 
itself and th rive , h ow  do w e  significantly incre ase  re silie nce  (to m itigate  th e  
e ffects of Peak  O il) and drastically re duce  carbon em issions (to m itigate  th e  
e ffects of Clim ate  Ch ange)?"

“If w e  collectively plan and act e arly e nough  th e re 's eve ry lik elih ood th at w e  
can cre ate  a w ay of living th at's significantly m ore  connecte d, m ore  vibrant 
and m ore  in touch  w ith  our e nvironm ent th an th e  oil-addicte d tre adm ill 
th at w e  find ourselve s on today. 

w w w .transitiontow ns.org
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W e  h ave  w ritte n th is book le t as part of a de bate  about th is m ove m e nt 
as it e m e rge s. From  th e  be ginning w e  w ant to m ak e  it cle ar th at w e  
re ally w e lcom e  w h at th e  TT initiative  is trying to do and th at th is 
re sponse  is m e ant as a constructive  but critical inte rve ntion as to w h at 
e xactly a ‘transition’ m igh t m e an for social ch ange . W e  w rite  th is as 
pe ople  w h o fully support and w ork  h ard w ith  grass-roots initiative s 
w h o are  tack ling clim ate  ch ange  th rough  a w h ole  raft of re sponse s: 
com m unity food proje cts, sustainable  living th rough  appropriate  
te ch nologie s, autonom ous h e alth  initiative s, do it yourse lf bik e  
w ork sh ops, social ce ntre s for e ducation and de bate  – you nam e  it! W e  
are  not calling for a re je ction of th e  conce pt of Transition Tow ns, nor a 
h alt to th e ir e xpansion. Quite  th e  opposite . W e  support any transition 
aw ay from  th e  h uge ly e cologically unsustainable  and socially unjust 
structure s and w ays of life  th at dom inate  in our tow ns and citie s. But 
w e  also be lie ve  th at w e  sh ould be  pre pare d to fully e ngage  w ith  and 
ch alle nge  th e  cause s of th e se  proble m s. As popular e ducators w e  
be lie ve  th at ask ing q ue stions, k now ing our colle ctive  h istorie s, 
unde rstanding root cause s, e ncouraging public de bate  no m atte r h ow  
uncom fortable , and inspiring action are  an e sse ntial part of th is 
proce ss. 

O ve r th e  past fe w  ye ars th e re  h as be e n an unpre ce de nte d le ve l of 
m e dia cove rage  and initiative s around clim ate  ch ange . Argum e nts th at 
e nvironm e ntalists h ave  be e n m ak ing large ly ignore d for de cade s h ave  
rapidly m ove d in to th e  public de bate  since  Blair ch ose  clim ate  ch ange  
to top th e  G8 age nda in 2005. Since  th e n th e  scale  of th e  proble m , 
m e dia atte ntion and th e  strik ing e vide nce  of th e  rate  of ch ange  h ave  
le ft m any scare d and anxious. Pe ople  de spe rate ly w ant ide as for 
positive  action, for h ow  w e  can turn th ings around and som e h ow  lim it 
th e  scale  of th e  disaste r facing our w orld. Th e  Transition Tow n m ode l 
is, as Rob H opk ins says, “unle ash ing a spirit and a de pth  of 
e ngage m e nt” w ith  th is practical action. W h ile  th is is cle arly a w e lcom e  
de ve lopm e nt com pare d to th e  total de nial of th e  pre vious de cade s, le t’s 
not sh y aw ay from  ask ing proble m atic q ue stions, e ve n w h e n th e y m ay 
not alw ays h ave  cle ar answ e rs. As th ousands of h ours of pre cious 
h um an re source fulne ss are  poure d into th e se  proje cts around th e  UK, 
w e  w ant to ask : a transition to w h e re , and from  w h at? And w h at 
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m ode ls of organising can h e lp us along th e  w ay? As auth ors, w e  m ak e  
no e xcuse s for th is. Ye s, now  is th e  tim e  to act. But th e re  are  pow e rful 
force s to confront and it is e sse ntial to le arn from  past e xpe rie nce s and 
be  cle ar about our aim s. TT could be  m e re ly th e  late st fad, a ray of 
h ope  in an oth e rw ise  de sponde nt w orld. O r th e y could offe r som e th ing 
to be  ge nuine ly e xcite d about. Th e re  are  no e asy w ays round th e se  
issue s. And only by be ing re alistic about th e  scale  of ch ange  ne e de d and 
w h at ch ange  m igh t re ally m e an, as w e ll as fe e l and look  lik e , can th e  
difficult tim e s ah e ad be  tack le d. Putting th e  transition m ove m e nt in its 
h istorical and political conte xt can h e lp to de e pe n and stre ngth e n th e  
im portant conve rsations h appe ning in Transition m e e tings all around 
th e se  islands.

O f course  th e re  are  m any pe ople  w h o are  alre ady fam iliar w ith  th e  
argum e nts w e  are  m ak ing, our inte ntion is not to patronise  or 
th ough tle ssly snipe  from  th e  side line s. W e  also re cognise  th at m any of 
th e  proble m s discusse d h e re  are  not e xclusive  to TT, and th at som e  of 
th e  sugge stions could tak e  ye ars to incorporate  in to th e  TT m ode l. But 
as an ope n and de ve loping proce ss w e  h ope  th at th is book le t provok e s 
constructive  de bate  and provide s som e  points for re fle ction for all th ose  
w h o are  e ngaging or not w ith  th is e xciting ne w  m ove m e nt.

SO  TT IS ABOUT CH ANGE. BUT IS IT ABOUT POLITICAL CH ANGE?

W h ile  pre paring a re ce nt w ork sh op w ith  a Transition group about 
clim ate  ch ange , one  of us from  Trape se  sugge ste d th e  issue  of Rossport 
as a possible  point of discussion and action. For th e  past five  ye ars, th e  
local com m unity in Rossport, County Mayo, Ire land, h as be e n 
struggling against Sh e ll and a consortium  building a h igh -pre ssure  gas 
pipe line  th rough  th e ir com m unity. Pe ople  from  around Ire land h ave  
supporte d th e m  and th e ir situation h as be e n brough t to inte rnational 
atte ntion th rough  m any solidarity actions. Th e  pe ople  h e lping to plan 
th e  w ork sh op e xplaine d th at according to th e  TT m ode l, th is w as not an 
appropriate  topic. In orde r to be  as acce ssible  as possible , Transition 
groups do not support particular cam paigns but rath e r de ve lop a m ode l 
th at form s around w h at m any diffe re nt pe ople  h ave  in com m on. It’s a 
m ode l about positive  re sponse s and not som e th ing th at tak e s positions 
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‘against’ institutions or proje cts. W h ile  it m ay se e m  obvious to try and 
lim it political w rangling in a burge oning m ove m e nt, th is position raise d 
som e  se rious q ue stions about th e  e ffe ctive ne ss of a de politicise d 
m ove m e nt and w as one  of th e  m otivations for us to w rite  th is book le t. 
Pe rh aps in th is particular instance  it w as not re le vant to talk  about a 
cam paign, but th e re  are  m any re asons w h y it is im portant to be  m ore  
confide nt and de fiant w h e n calling for transition and actually tak e  a 
stance  against th e  e xploitative  and polluting corporate  practice s th at 
are  h appe ning all around us. 

H ow  can w e  talk  about clim ate  ch ange  and pe ak  oil and not de al w ith  
politics or side  w ith  com m unitie s struggling against th e  e xpansion of 
fossil fue l infrastructure ? If w e  w ant to avoid catastroph ic clim ate  
ch aos w e  m ust le ave  th e  m ajority of re m aining fossil fue ls w h e re  th e y 
are  – in th e  ground. Ye s, finding w ays of dram atically re ducing our 
pe rsonal consum ption and de m and is one  part of th is, but it is only one  
side  of th e  e q uation. It se e m s naïve  to assum e  th at com panie s such  as 
Sh e ll and Stat O il, BP or Esso w ill e asily give  up and go h om e  or 
fundam e ntally ch ange  w h at th e y do w h ile  it is still so e norm ously 
profitable . Sh e ll by th e  w ay, m ak e s £7 m illion cle ar profit, e ve ry day! 
Th e  e xpe rie nce  of th e  com m unitie s figh ting Sh e ll around Rossport is 
one  of corruption, police  collusion and profit h ungry m ultinational 
com panie s riding rough sh od ove r e ve ry safe ty and e nvironm e ntal 
conce rn. Th is pipe line  proje ct is not about m e re ly m e e ting e xpanding 
consum e r de m and for e ne rgy, but is an aggre ssive , profit m otivate d 
proje ct, w h ich  h as ne e de d th e  collusion of m alle able  politicians. It is 
also about a grab for th e  last re m aining e ne rgy re se rve s as acce ss to oil 
fie lds abroad be com e  m ore  ge o-politically unstable . Around th e  globe , 
in W ale s, Nige ria, Ge orgia, M e xico and Alask a, to nam e  a fe w , pe ople  
are  struggling against e ne rgy m ultinational corporations in sim ilar 
w ays. Th e ir live s and live lih oods are  dire ctly th re ate ne d, not just by 
future  clim atic catastroph e  but also by pollution, re pre ssion and loss of 
land as th e  e xtraction h appe ns. Th ose  w h o ch alle nge  or try to pre ve nt 
th e se  th ings are  ofte n portraye d as ne e dle ssly angry or viole nt w h ich  is 
a divisive  tactic th at w e  sh ould guard against. Providing support for 
com m unitie s w h o are  re sisting th e  e fforts of th e  industrie s to e xtract 
and burn e ve r-incre asing q uantitie s of fossil fue ls is one  of th e  m ost 
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im portant strate gie s in de aling w ith  clim ate  ch ange  and th is solidarity 
and e xposing th e  com panie s and th e  political syste m s th at facilitate  
th e m  m ust sure ly be  a ce ntral part of transition. 

Be ing against clim ate  ch ange  doe sn’t h ave  to be  political position. But 
th e  analysis of h ow  w e  got into th is m e ss, and th e  be st w ay to m ove  on, 
doe s bring us back  to politics. It involve s tak ing on pow e r and th ose  
w h o h old w e alth  and influe nce . Pe ople  could be  draw n to TT for a 
num be r of diffe re nt re asons - fe ar, solidarity, a de sire  to re build 
com m unitie s, look ing for dire ction, or as a platform  for th e ir ow n 
political pe t proje ct. W h ile  th is is fine  and to be  e xpe cte d, proble m s w ill 
occur along th e  w ay if big political de bate s are  brush e d aside  be cause  
w e  only talk  about w h at w e  alre ady h ave  in com m on. Com m unitie s 
m ust face  up to issue s such  as nucle ar e xpansion, m ark e t base d 
solutions to clim ate  ch ange  such  as carbon trading and offse tting, agro-
fue ls and food scarcity, de ve lopm e nts such  as airport e xpansion and 
re source  e xtraction. Th e se  th ings all occur th rough  active  gove rnm e nt 
policie s, w h ich  try to m aintain th e  e conom ic and political, “busine ss as 
usual” sce narios. Unfortunate ly, le ft unch alle nge d th e y could also w ipe  
out th e  be st e fforts at local sustainability, lik e  a tsunam i in front of a 
sand castle . In th e se  difficult tim e s, it’s not good e nough  to say th at TT 
doe sn’t h ave  an opinion on th e se  issue s, or doe s not w ant to alie nate  
pe ople  by discussing th e m . As w e ll as building local re silie nce , th e se  
struggle s are  th e  bre ad and butte r of w h at our future  w ill look  lik e  and 
th e re fore  th e se  political de bate s ne e d to be  at th e  h e art of TT. Th is doe s 
not h ave  to translate  into a ‘party line ’ or oth e r dogm a. Inform ation can 
be  pre se nte d w ith  space  for q ue stions, dialogue  and groups can de ve lop 
th e ir ow n re sponse s to th e se  issue s. But it is fundam e ntally im portant 
to ide ntify and nam e  th e  e ne m ie s in th e  battle  to m ak e  a re al 
transition. 

Re sponding to clim ate  ch ange  could m e an ne w  nich e  m ark e ts for 
capitalism , gre ate r social ine q uality, closing borde rs and stre ngth e ning 
state  pow e r. An agre e m e nt “not to rock  th e  boat” w ill not h e lp TTs long 
te rm  viability, as it w ould m e an not re ally ch anging anyth ing. Pe ople  
are  ge ne rally aw are  of th e  bigge r political and e conom ic force s 
influe ncing th e ir live s and only talk ing about th e se  issue s h one stly w ill 
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build true  m om e ntum  for ch ange . O ne  m ajor ch alle nge  are  th e  
e norm ous budge ts and state -of-th e -art PR cam paigns th at h ave  alre ady 
sw ung in to action to positive ly influe nce  th e  public pe rce ption of 
e ve ryth ing from  th e  coal industry, agro-fue ls to nucle ar pow e r. Th is 
gre e nw ash  trie s to m ak e  an unsustainable , polluting industry appe ar 
e nvironm e ntally frie ndly to pre se rve  its le gitim acy in th e  e ye s of th e  
ge ne ral public. It's e sse ntial th at th e se  unsubstantiate d argum e nts are  
ch alle nge d; th e y do not tack le  th e  root cause s of th e  proble m  and in 
m any case s m ak e  th ings a lot w orse . (E.g. se e  carbontrade w atch .org)

ONE H ALF OF TT IS ABOUT TACKLING CLIMATE CH ANGE. SO  
W H AT ARE ITS ROOT CAUSES?

Fre q ue ntly th e  Transition line , and pe rh aps th e  low e st com m on 
de nom inator, is th at th e  proble m  ste m s from  too h igh  a conce ntration 
of carbon dioxide  in th e  atm osph e re  and th is ne e ds to be  low e re d. But 
th is focuse s atte ntion on th e  ‘e ffe ct,’ not th e  ‘cause ’ of th e  proble m . O f 
course  h igh  conce ntrations of atm osph e ric carbon are  a re ality th at 
re fle cts th e  scie ntific conse nsus, but too m uch  carbon is a sym ptom  of a 
bigge r illne ss th at ne e ds a particular cure . Th e  proble m  boils dow n to 
too m uch  production – too m uch  e conom ic activity (sim ply m ak ing 
th ings and transporting th e m , ofte n ove r th ousands of m ile s) and th e  
e ne rgy inputs th at go w ith  th is. But it’s also th e  W AY w e  organise  
production th at is th e  proble m  – w h at w e  can call fre e  m ark e t 
capitalism . Th is e conom ic se t up re lie s on ce ase le ss e conom ic grow th  
and m any th ings, including sh ort-te rm  political e le ctoral cycle s and th e  
le gal duty of large  com panie s to constantly incre ase  profits, unde rpin 
th is. Th ose  in pow e r are  unable  to m ak e  m any of th e  ch ange s ne e de d, 
be cause  of an e stablish e d se t of e conom ic “truth s”, k now n as th e  rule s 
of th e  gam e  th at are  a re al barrie r to ch ange , w h e th e r from  above  or 
be low. A ch ie f e xe cutive  cannot re duce  sh are h olde r profit, or not 
w ith out risk ing th e ir job. A politician cannot w in an e le ction by saying 
th e y w ill m ak e  th e  country poore r by re ducing e xport e arnings. 
Re ducing production is pre se nte d as le ading to a dow nw ard spiral th at 
w ould curb th e  m one y supply, incre ase  une m ploym e nt and cre ate  a 
de flationary and re ce ssionary situation (and w h o w ants th at? Th ink  
back  to th e  h unge r of th e  19 30s). So w e  are  se e m ingly stuck  in an 
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e conom ic syste m , w h ich  ne e ds to grow  oth e rw ise  th e  w h ole  th ing w ill 
collapse  lik e  a h ouse  of cards. Th is ce ase le ss ne e d to produce  m ore  
e conom ic output is th e  re al drive r of clim ate  ch ange , and only w h e n 
th e  rule s of th e  gam e  are  ch ange d can carbon dioxide  conce ntrations 
and all th e  associate d proble m s be  truly tack le d.

But are  th e re  diffe re nt rule s to play by? W e ll th e  Sovie t m ode l of state -
planne d production and consum ption didn’t offe r anyth ing progre ssive  
– it w as a disaste r base d on corruption and h ide ous re pre ssion. Nor 
doe s th e  vast m ode rn day Ch ina or th e  rapidly grow ing India se e m  to 
offe r anyth ing diffe re nt th at can m e e t pe ople ’s ne e ds w ith out 
e xploiting th e m . W h at is at fault is th e  w ide r ‘de ve lopm e nt e ra’ th at 
re ally got going afte r th e  Se cond W orld W ar and w as dom inate d by th e  
USA and its global bully boy am bitions. Th is unle ash e d an e conom ic 
m ode l base d on th e  ide as th at ‘grow th  is good’ and th e  ‘W e st is be st’ – 
th at our w ay of organising th e  e conom y sh ould be  rolle d out across th e  
globe . Th e  libe ralisation of th e  e conom y w as pre se nte d as e q uating to 
fre e dom  and de m ocracy and w as offe re d as th e  only m e dicine  for th e  
illne ss of th e  Global South ’s “unde r-de ve lopm e nt.” It h as now  pre tty 
m uch  be com e  all e ncom passing th rough  w h at h as be e n calle d th e  
‘W ash ington Conse nsus’ w h e re  global trade  policie s are  dire cte d 
th rough  a sm all num be r of US controlle d institutions – th e  W orld Bank , 
Inte rnational Mone tary Fund and W orld Trade  O rganisation. Th e  old 
colonial w ay of doing th ings - ‘gunboat diplom acy’ - h as now  m orph e d 
ve ry ne atly into a sw e e te r pill of ‘ne o-colonialism ’ w h e re  big w e ste rn 
corporations continue  to asse t strip and e xploit th e  re source s of th e ir 
m ajority w orld ne igh bours, w h ile  te lling th e m  th at it is th e  only w ay 
th e ir e conom ie s can grow . Structure s are  put in place  such  as 
inte rnational trade  agre e m e nts, aid conditionality and inte lle ctual 
prope rty law s to e nforce  th is re gim e  w orldw ide . M e anw h ile  th e  
infam ous ‘trick le  dow n e ffe ct’ w h e re  e ve ryone  w ill e ve ntually be ne fit 
from  incre ase d w e alth  at th e  top, fails to m ate rialise . In fact th e  gap 
be tw e e n rich  and poor continue s to grow  w ith in th e  industrialise d 
countrie s and th e  rich e st country on e arth , th e  US, h as around 13%  of 
its population living be low  th e  pove rty line  at any one  tim e . So th is is 
th e  grow th  paradigm  of th e  de ve lopm e nt age  – a w h ole  w ay of 
organising e conom ic activity around th e  globe  th at h as to e xpand or 
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die , and e ve ry day be com e s m ore  and m ore  inte r-conne cte d. 

Sounds lik e  th e  only gam e  in tow n? But th e re  are  countle ss w ays to 
organise  e conom ic activity – ultim ate ly all w e  are  trying to do is find 
an optim al w ay to allocate  th e  goods and re source s w e  re ally ne e d. It 
sh ouldn’t be  th at difficult and it doe sn’t h ave  to be  done  at th e  e xpe nse  
of e xploiting pe ople  and our e nvironm e nt. For e xam ple , th e re  is re ally 
illum inating w ork  com ing from  th ink e rs lik e  M ich ae l Albe rt and h is 
ide as of participatory e conom ie s th at sh ow  us th at th e re  are  diffe re nt 
and appe aling w ays to organise  trade  and th e  e conom y. Th e se  draw  
upon produce r and consum e r councils w h o agre e  th e  type s and 
am ounts of goods to be  produce d th rough  w ork  th at is m e aningful, fair 
and e q ually paid.  W ork e rs coope rative s lik e  th e  h uge  one  in Spain 
calle d Mondragon are  also inspiring h e re  – th e y are  fully controlle d by 
th e ir w ork e rs and produce  goods according to ne e d.

Ne w  w ays to organise  th e  e conom y w ill h ave  to tak e  social and 
e nvironm e ntal sustainability and e ne rgy e fficie ncy as ce ntral 
principle s. So th e re  w ill ce rtainly be  le ss production, re source  use  and 
e xtraction, as th e se  are  ach ie vable  and re lative ly q uick  w ays of 
significantly de cre asing carbon e m issions. Alth ough  politicians and 
busine ss le ade rs m ak e  state m e nts to th e  contrary, it re ally isn’t possible  
to de couple  e conom ic grow th  from  carbon e m issions – to in e ffe ct h ave  
h igh  grow th  but a low  carbon e conom y. Continuous te ch nological 
im prove m e nts m e an th at jobs are  lost at about 3%  pe r ye ar, so th e  
e conom y and output h as to grow  by th is am ount just to m aintain th e  
curre nt am ount of jobs. Contrary to acce pte d e conom ic logic, th is 
doe sn’t h ave  to m e an th at m ass une m ploym e nt is ine vitable , but th at 
jobs w ill be  diffe re nt – ge are d m ore  tow ards local and re gional activity 
and le ss tie d to e xport industrie s and consum e r goods. Th is isn’t to say 
th at ch ange s to th e  e conom y w ill be  sm all. It w ill be  transform e d 
be yond re cognition and th e re  is ve ry little  e vide nce  to sugge st th at it 
w ill be  able  to sustain th e  life style s th at m any h ave  be com e  
accustom e d to in th e  W e st. It also m e ans m oving aw ay from  
conve ntional m e asure  lik e  Gross National Product (GNP) tow ards 
indicators th at m e asure  q uality of life  and prote cting th e  atm osph e re , 
soil, w ate r and oth e r spe cie s. Environm e ntal im prove m e nts and 
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prote ction and re building local e conom ie s w ill also be  a h uge  ne w  are a 
of job grow th . Basically, th e re ’s a h uge  am ount to be  done  to pre pare  
our socie ty for th e  ch ange s it ne e ds to m ak e  – a lack  of w ork  is th e  le ast 
of our w orrie s. In a low  carbon e conom y th e re  w ill be  le ss of th e  
unfulfilling or non e sse ntial jobs th at se rvice  th e  h igh ly conne cte d, 
m e diatise d e conom y, th ink  of all th e  w aste d e ne rgy th at goe s into 
adve rtising, fre e  ne w spape rs, sh ifting th row  aw ay goods around th e  
plane t or m ak ing use le ss plastic pack aging. At th e  sam e  tim e  th e re  w ill 
be  m ore  h um an labour ne ce ssary th an in pre vious ye ars to m ak e  up th e  
e ne rgy input th at h as com e  from  ch e ap fossil fue ls and w e  w ill ne e d to 
m ove  tow ards a culture  of re pairing, re using, sh aring, sk ill sw apping 
and re le arning tools for gre ate r com m unity sufficie ncy. As w e ll as 
le arning h ow  to m e e t basic ne e ds com m unitie s w ill also h ave  to de al 
w ith  m any diffe re nt k inds of proble m s and crise s. Th e  im pacts of th e  
w aste  and pollution from  h igh  consum ption life style s h ave  be e n 
e xte rnalise d to oth e r place s or e cosyste m s for ye ars, but th e  im pacts are  
about to be  fe lt in th e  form  of incre ase d e xtre m e  w e ath e r e ve nts, 
e conom ic instability e tc.

So w h at doe s all th is m e an? W h ile  it is cle arly im portant to support 
proje cts for sustainability and im prove  our local com m unitie s’ 
re silie nce , th is sh ould not be  confuse d or conflate d w ith  tack ling th e  
root cause s of clim ate  ch ange  or ‘pe ak  oil’ e ne rgy scarcity. Give n th e  
re ality of th e  global e conom y, to w h at e xte nt can TT initiative s alte r th e  
curre nt rule s of th e  global e conom ic gam e ? It is possible  th at re m oving 
a significant proportion of consum e rs from  th e  e q uation w ould 
ultim ate ly w e ak e n and th re ate n e conom ic grow th . H ow e ve r, it is m ore  
lik e ly th at low  carbon com m unity initiative s could h appily e xist w ith out 
ch alle nging cause s such  as h igh  le ve ls of e conom ic output, h igh ly 
conce ntrate d ow ne rsh ip in th e  h ands of a fe w  m ultinationals, lack  of 
de m ocratic control, ram pant re source  e xtraction and th e  se arch  for ne w  
are as of profit. Th e  popularity of Corporate  Social/Environm e ntal 
Re sponsibility (CSR) is also a k e y part of th is de bate . Large  
corporations are  ce rtainly be ing h e ld m ore  accountable , at le ast on a 
supe rficial le ve l, for th e ir e ffe cts on pe ople  and th e  plane t. But on one  
le ve l, of course  th e y w ould be . It’s not in th e ir inte re sts for th e  e conom y 
to be com e  too h arm ful to pe ople  and th e  e nvironm e nt be cause  th e n 



13

w h o w ould buy th e ir goods? CSR also allow s corporations to give  
th e m se lve s a m ore  h um an frie ndly face  so th e y can m aintain w h at th e y 
are  doing, de fle cting argum e nts about th e ir righ t to e xist, e xtract 
re source s virtually for fre e , and tak e  h om e  a h uge  profit.  Re sponse s 
w h ich  focus on individual consum e rs, m ark e t base d m e ch anism s or 
re inforce  th e  role  of busine ss-frie ndly ce ntral gove rnm e nts w ill not h e lp 
us to tack le  th e  root cause s of clim ate  ch ange .

Th e re 's a strong busine ss case  for adopting m ore  sustainable  practice s, and 
it’s gradually finding its w ay into m ainstre am  busine ss th ink ing. Th e  
e m ph asis on CSR and triple  bottom  line  accounting m ay b e  ste ps in th e  
righ t dire ction, and carbon trading could yield sub stantial cuts in global 
CO2 em issions. H ow eve r, none  of th e se  addre ss th e  w ay th at Peak  O il w ill 
m ak e  itself felt on busine sse s th at h ave  long supply ch ains, or se rve  m ark e ts 
in distant locale s. Busine sse s th at h ave  a long te rm  pe rspe ctive  and are  
aw are  of th e  constraints fossil fuel de pletion w ill h ave  on th e  globalise d 
e conom y ne e d to b e  look ing in ge ne ral at oil de pe nde ncy th rough out th e ir 
organisation and at four spe cific are as: supply ch ain, w aste , e ne rgy usage  
and m ark e ts. (From  th e  Transition Initiative s Prim e r.) 

PEAK O IL IS TH E OTH ER H ALF OF TT, AND IT’S ALL ABOUT 
ENERGY RUNNING OUT ISN’T IT?

Pe ak  oil says th at h alf th e  w orld’s re se rve s of oil and gas h ave  be e n 
use d and th at w e  are  about to e nte r th e  dow nside  of th e  e ne rgy curve . 
A re port from  th e  US office  of pe trole um  re se rve s last ye ar state d, 
"W orld oil re se rve s are  b e ing de plete d th re e  tim e s as fast as th e y are  b e ing 
discove re d. O il is b e ing produce d from  past discove rie s, but th e  re se rve s 
are  not b e ing fully re place d… Th e  d isparity b etw e e n incre asing production 
and de clining discove rie s can only h ave  one  outcom e : a practical supply 
lim it w ill b e  re ach e d and future  supply to m e et conventional oil dem and 
w ill not b e  available." Th is is true  w ith out m uch  doubt. But w ith  h alf th e  
e ne rgy le ft w e  can h ardly say th at th e  proble m  is one  of scarcity. If, as 
e stim ate s say, th e re  are  rough ly a trillion barre ls of oil le ft th e n th e  
proble m  w e  face  is about re source  allocation and distribution. Th e  
proble m  w ith  pe ak  oil is th at curre ntly w e  are  in a syste m  th at de m ands 
e ve r incre asing am ounts of fossil fue ls (for th e  e xpanding e conom y, 
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furth e r industrialisation of agriculture , incre asing population e tc.) but 
at som e  point soon th e  am ounts of available  e ne rgy w ill de cre ase  daily. 
Th e re  is still de bate  about w h e n th is point w ill be ; som e  pe ople  be lie ve  
w e  h ave  re ach e d th is point alre ady. Talk ing of a pe ak  could be  
m isle ading, m ore  lik e ly is a se rie s of price  rise s and sh ock s rath e r th an 
one  isolate d e ve nt. As w e  w rite  price s of crude  oil are  incre asing daily, 
bre ak ing pre vious re cords and sh ock s are  fe lt th rough out th e  
inte rnational financial m ark e ts. Th e  curre nt cre dit crunch  could w e ll be  
link e d to th e  de cre asing supply of ch e ap oil.

Th e  global e lite , th e  re ally rich  pe ople  across th e  globe , w ill find w ays 
of e nsuring acce ss to th e  re m aining supplie s of oil. Th e  G8 for e xam ple  
w as se t up partly as a re sponse  to th e  oil crise s of th e  19 70s and one  of 
its m ain re m its is to se cure  acce ss to e ne rgy re se rve s for th e  m ost 
industrialise d e conom ie s. O il w ars across th e  w orld and re ce nt BP plans 
to e xtract oil sh ale  from  Canada are  tw o signs of th e  le ngth s th at th e  
rich  w ill go to pre se rve  th e ir life style s for de cade s to com e . In th e  sh ort 
te rm  de cre asing supply w ill incre ase  price s and be ne fit th e  ve ry rich . At 
th e  sam e  tim e  th e  incre asing price  of food, h om e  e ne rgy bills, e tc w ill 
be  passe d on to individuals, h itting th e  poore st h arde st. W h ilst th is w ill 
incre ase  th e  gap be tw e e n rich  and poor in th e  UK, th e se  ine q ualitie s are  
m ore  fully unde rstood on a global North -South  divide  le ve l as billions 
of pe ople  are  le ft w ith  no acce ss to th e  basics such  as land or cle an 
w ate r. Th e  m ain point is th at th e re  is little  point in cre ating a se nsible  
plan for using th e  re m ainde r of e asily available  fossil fue l supplie s if in 
th e  proce ss th e  e nvironm e nt is push e d ove r its tipping point of 
‘dange rous’ clim ate  ch ange , de fine d as global w arm ing of 2 Ce lsius 
above  pre -industrial le ve ls. Th e re  is a 50%  ch ance  of th is k ick ing in at 
about 450ppm  of carbon in th e  atm osph e re . Ene rgy use  at its curre nt 
rate , globally and in th e  UK, w ould bring us h e ad to h e ad w ith  such  
lim its w ith in th e  ne xt de cade  or so. Th is is w h y e ne rgy use  base d on 
carbon source s h as to pre tty m uch  com e  to a h alt in th e  ne xt couple  of 
de cade s. 

Th e  q ue stion of h ow  to ride  th is e ne rgy de sce nt rolle r coaste r on th e  
w ay dow n is one  k e y com pone nt of TT. As groups grapple  w ith  th e ir 
ow n e ne rgy de sce nt plans, an alte rnative  m ode l w h ich  h as gaine d 
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inte rnational re cognition is ‘Contraction and Conve rge nce ’ w h ich  
provide s a m ode l for h ow  all countrie s can m ak e  a m ove  tow ards a 
‘conve rge nce  zone ’ of low e r carbon e m issions and th e n continue  to 
contract dow nw ards to ze ro carbon use  w ith in th e  ne xt fifty ye ars. ‘C 
and C’ re cognise s th e  e norm ous disparity be tw e e n industrialise d 
nations' contribution to curre nt le ve ls of gre e nh ouse  gase s and th ose  of 
th e  m ajority w orld. H ow e ve r, it propose s th is can only be  ach ie ve d via 
an auste re  program m e  of carbon rationing w h e re  individuals h ave  little  
control and w h ich  is re gulate d th rough  strong state  action and large  
ce ntralise d global institutions. W h at is re le vant to TT h e re  is th at as 
com m unitie s start, of th e ir ow n accord, to e m brace  m ore  sustainable  
living in th e ir food, e ne rgy, w aste  and transport th is w ill com pe te  w ith  
m ode ls th at im pose  th e se  lim its th rough  state  coe rcion. 'C and C' also 
re lie s on a global syste m  of e m issions trading m e aning th at carbon is 
bough t and sold, a profitable  m ark e t is cre ate d and sh ort te rm  financial 
conside rations outw e igh  long te rm  viability. Carbon trading and 
offse tting are  m e re ly m ark e t-base d solutions th at put off m ak ing th e  
costly but ne ce ssary transition to low  carbon te ch nologie s and a w ide r 
syste m atic re -th ink .  In contrast TT sh ould be  a m ode l th at figh ts to 
pre se rve  fre e dom , autonom y and re je cts top dow n m ode ls th at furth e r 
incre ase  social ine q uality.

To ge t to a low  carbon future , th e re  w ill be  som e  tough  argum e nts. O ne  
is about h ow  social justice  and h um an righ ts are  prote cte d w h ile  also 
tak ing global action on clim ate  ch ange . Th e  conce pt of 'clim ate  justice ' 
is use ful h e re  as it re cognise s th at th e  global poor face  a triple  w h am m y 
– h aving th e  sm alle st carbon footprints but be ing h it h arde st by m any 
of th e  e ffe cts of clim ate  ch ange . At th e  sam e  tim e  h aving be e n strippe d 
of th e ir natural re source s th e y h ave  no financial m e ans to m itigate  
against its adve rse  e ffe cts. In th e  US groups h ave  m obilise d around th e  
ide a of Environm e ntal Justice . Re se arch  re ve ale d th at com m unitie s of 
colour w e re  suffe ring disproportionate ly h igh  le ve ls of air pollution and 
associate d h e alth  proble m s, as h e avy industry w as m ore  lik e ly to be  
locate d in th e ir localitie s. (Se e  w w w .e jm atte rs.com ) Th e se  m ove m e nts 
re m ind us th at corporations w ill try to locate  th e m se lve s w h e re  social 
and e nvironm e ntal law s are  w e ak e st and w h e re  local opposition can be  
ove rcom e . It is th e re fore  im portant to guard against push ing proble m s 
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"Acting on CO2" re lie s on 
individual 'consum e rs' tak ing 
action...
Source : 
h ttp://w w w .clim ate ch alle nge .gov.uk  
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out of one  are a and on to anoth e r group, w h o m ay for structural 
re asons be  le ss able  to re sist th e m . 

In th e  curre nt m ode l it is possible  to put a price  on e ve ryth ing. As 
e vide nce  m ounts of th e  num be r of live s be ing put at risk  th rough  
dange rous clim ate  ch ange , grote sq ue  calculations are  m ade  th at 
lite rally com pare  th e  financial cost of tak ing action on re ducing 
e m issions w ith  th e  h um an cost of not doing so, th is w as th e  m e th od 
use d by th e  h igh  profile  2007 Ste rn Re port. W h ilst e conom ists continue  
to bury th e ir h e ads in th e  sand of th e ir grow th  m antra, th e re  is an 
e m e rging clim ate  action m ove m e nt th at advocate s radical and dire ct 
action. Re ce ntly a group of activists use d th e  de fe nce  of "dure ss of 
circum stance s" afte r trying to and sh ut dow n a coal fire d pow e r station 
to stop e m issions th at w ill cause  h um an de ath s and suffe ring. Alth ough  
th e y w e re  found guilty, it w as th e  first tim e  th at a judge  conside re d th e  
de fe nce  of ne ce ssity for a clim ate  action. O n April 1st, Fossil Fools day 
th e re  w e re  m ore  th an 30 e ve nts in th e  UK alone  against th e  fossil fue l 
industry. Actions lik e  th e se  push  th e  boundarie s of w h at constitute s a 
proportionate  re sponse  to clim ate  de vastation. Far re ach ing and drastic 
ch ange s are  ne e de d to ach ie ve  th e  60-80%  le ve l of cuts th at are  ne e de d 
to avoid catastroph ic clim ate  ch ange . W h ile  local sustainability is 
im portant, so are  h igh  im pact actions th at sh ak e  pe ople  to q ue stion th e  
h abits of h igh  consum e r life style s, ch e ap fligh ts and unne ce ssary car 
journe ys and th e  political syste m s th at facilitate  th e m .Cam paigne rs 
w h o are  using dire ct action to sh ift public opinion and de -le gitim ise  th e  
righ t to profit from  such  clim ate  ch anging busine ss are  incre asingly 
targe ting se ctors such  as th e  aviation industry, w h ich  is th e  m ost rapidly 
e xpanding carbon industry and sh ow s no signs of giving up grow th . 
Ch alle nging ne w  fossil fue l infrastructure  is also an im portant part of 
w ork  for an e ffe ctive  transition. For e xam ple , th e  ne w  propose d coal 
fire d pow e r station at Kingsnorth , Ke nt, w ill be  th e  site  of th e  Cam p for 
Clim ate  Action, 2008. Re sisting a re turn to coal pow e r in th e  UK w ill be  
a k e y site  of struggle  if w e  are  se rious about avoiding catastroph ic 
le ve ls of atm osph e ric carbon. At th e  root, it is about de -le gitim ising th e  
righ t of large  corporations and industry to e m it carbon into th e  
atm osph e re , e ve n if th e y pay cre dits to allow  th e m  to pollute ; life  is 
price le ss.
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SO  IT’S ALL ABOUT TRANSITION TH EN. W H AT W ILL IT BE LIKE? 
W ILL IT BE PEACEFUL?

W e  can only h ope  th at w e  can m ak e  a 
pe ace ful transition. Using dialogue  
and non-viole nce  to ge t w h at pe ople  
w ant is, of course , pre fe rable  to 
slipping into furth e r viole nce  and 
conflict be tw e e n groups.  H ow e ve r, a 
look  at th e  h istory of significant social 
ch ange  give s som e  clue s about th e  
nature  of th e  transition th at w e  m igh t 
e xpe ct. Look ing back  to look  forw ards 
if you lik e . So w h at do th e  e xpe rie nce s 
of oth e r groups and place s te ll us? 
Th e re  are  countle ss tim e s w h e n 
pe ople  h ave  trie d to m ak e  a bre ak , a 
transition, aw ay from  oppre ssion or 
th re ate ning life  conditions, or m e re ly 
safe guarding w h at th e y h e ld de ar to 

th e m  – th e  Luddite s w h o de fe nde d th e ir w ork place s during th e  bloody 
transition to th e  factory syste m  in England, th e  D igge rs or True  
Le ve lle rs w h o de m ande d e q uality and land afte r th e  English  civil w ar, 
th e  indige nous Z apatista com m unitie s w h o h ave  se t up autonom ous 
village s in th e  m ountains of south  e ast M e xico in th e  face  of state  
re pre ssion and e xpropriation of re source s, th e  Paris Com m unards w h o 
didn’t give  up figh ting to de fe nd th e ir gains in th e  w ak e  of th e  Franco-
Prussian w ar, or m ore  re ce ntly in th e  UK th e  poll tax de m onstrators, 
th e  m ine rs and th e  dock e rs strik e rs w h o fough t Th atch e r’s policie s. 
W h at th e se  e xam ple s te ll us is th at to w in conce ssions, to ge t w h at th e y 
w ant, ordinary pe ople  h ave  to organise  and propose  alte rnative s, but 
th e y also h ave  to re sist and ch alle nge  th ose  w h o w ant to pre se rve  th e  
w ay th ings are  - ‘th e  status q uo’. Many of th e  righ ts th at are  now adays 
tak e n for grante d in th e  UK - th e  5 day w ork ing w e e k , th e  Factory Acts, 
th e  labour m ove m e nt, th e  suffrage tte s and de m ands for unive rsal 
suffrage , - all th e se  w e re  born out of struggle , of ordinary pe ople  doing 
e xtra ordinary th ings. M e aningful social ch ange  com e s th rough  
political organising, rupture  and struggle  and a lot of m obilising at th e  
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local le ve l. Th e  re ality of social ch ange  m igh t be  difficult to face  up to, 
but it e sse ntial if w e  w ant to m ak e  a root and branch  transition, not just 
a cosm e tic one . 

Th e re ’s a saying: at first w e  w e re  ignore d. Th e n w e  w e re  ridicule d and 
laugh e d at. Th e n w h e n our ide as starte d to be com e  re ally e ffe ctive , w e  
be cam e  a re al th re at and th e y de fe ate d us. In oth e r w ords, th e re ’s 
noth ing lik e  th e  th re at of a good e xam ple . It’s w orth  re m e m be ring th at 
good ide as don’t fade  aw ay be cause  th e y w e re n’t good e nough . Th e y 
disappe ar be cause  th e y w e re  re pre sse d and de fe ate d or be cause  th e y 
be cam e  a th re at to one  pow e r group or anoth e r and h ad to be  
e lim inate d. Th is is a com m on th e m e  in h istory. W h e n pe ople  start to 
look  e ffe ctive  and organise d, th e y face  opposition and oppre ssion and 
gove rnm e nts turn to dire ct h ostility: surve illance , th e  crack dow n on 
civil libe rtie s, ID cards, fortre ss Europe , ASBO s, dim inish e d fre e dom  to 
prote st, a raft of anti-social be h aviour law s, th e  list goe s on. Alth ough  
th is m ay not appe ar a th e m e  th at Transition groups sh ould w ork  
around, w e  argue  th at it w ill fundam e ntally affe ct TTs ability to 
organise , re spond and be  e ffe ctive . It w ould be  dange rous to assum e  
th at th e  state  w ould not be  inte re ste d in w h at se e m s at face  value  a 
pragm atic and se nsible  proje ct lik e  Transition Tow ns. To us, tak ing 
action to sh ow  solidarity w ith  th e  oth e r pe ople  w h o are  re sisting fossil 
fue l corporations is one  of th e  m ost im portant w ays w e  can com bat 
clim ate  ch ange  and m ust accom pany local atte m pts at sustainability. 
W h ile  th is m ay m e an th at w e  m ust also de al w ith  re pre ssion, 
surve illance  or th e  courts and le gal syste m , if w e  are  unite d in th is 
position it w ill be  h arde r for th ose  w h o are  on th e  frontline  of com m on 
struggle s to be  isolate d, m ade  an e xam ple  of or intim ate d. Th ose  w h o 
be ne fit from  th e  curre nt syste m  w ill try to m aintain th e ir positions and 
our only de fe nce  is our colle ctive  re je ction of re pre ssive  law s, w h ich  try 
to sq uash  disse nt and re pe al h ard w on righ ts. A dive rsity of tactics w ill 
be  use d in struggle s for transition and th is solidarity is k e y to form ing a 
re al grassroots, strong and e ffe ctive  m ove m e nt.

It is im portant to re m e m be r th at m illions of pe ople  are  alre ady suffe ring 
from  crisis and w ar around th e  w orld due  to com pe tition for scarce r 
and m ore  e xpe nsive  e ne rgy and food, incre ase d m igration as 
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e nvironm e ntal and political crise s be com e  m ore  fre q ue nt, e conom ic 
instability as w e ll as e xtre m e  clim ate  e ve nts such  as flooding and 
storm s. W h ile  th e se  k inds of th ings m ostly se e m  far aw ay in our 
country of w arm  h om e s and full supe rm ark e ts, th e y are  a daily re ality 
for around h alf of th e  w orld’s population. And th e re  is an e ve r-
incre asing lik e lih ood of th e  rich  W e st be ing affe cte d by such  proble m s, 
as th e  globe  be com e s a m ore  conne cte d and m ore  vulne rable  place . In 
such  situations, m igrants and th ose  se e k ing asylum  are  ofte n m ade  
scape goats for a vast range  of proble m s, from  incre ase d crim e , dise ase , 
te rrorism , and social coh e sion. In tim e s of re source  scarcity or 
e nvironm e ntal bre ak ing points, pe rce ive d ne w com e rs are  e xclude d on 
th e  appare ntly rational grounds th at th e re  is not e nough  to go around. 
So w e  can e xpe ct a rise  in h ostility to m igrants and policie s of e xclusion 
try to gain le gitim acy th rough  appare ntly 'e nvironm e ntal' conce rns. Th e  
BNP (British  National Party) h ave  be e n talk ing about Pe ak  O il for ye ars 
and h ow  it w ill h e lp th e m  to pow e r 
(h ttp://w w w .bnp.org.uk /pe ak oil/politics.h tm ). Such  righ t w ing 
argum e nts ofte n use  th e  ide a th at a place  h as a finite  e nvironm e ntal 
carrying capacity. Th is is false  for se ve ral re asons. Firstly for h undre ds 
of ye ars th e  e ngine  of e conom ic grow th  h as be e n fe d by th e  
im portation of raw  m ate rials, slave s, m anufacture d goods, food and 
se rvice  labour from  th e  m ajority w orld to W e ste rn Europe  and North  
Am e rica. O ur e nvironm e ntal carrying capacity w as e xce e de d w h e n 
socie tie s starte d to re ly upon im ports, non-re ne w able  fue ls and to 
irre ve rsibly pollute  th e  atm osph e re , w ate r and soil. Se condly, w h ile  
th e re  are  of course  ph ysical lim its to any place , clim ate  ch ange  m ak e s a 
m ock e ry of conce pts such  as national borde rs. Th e  UK m ay w e ll try to 
lim it im m igration as an atte m pt to re tain a q uality of life  h e re . But th e  
m any m illions of e nvironm e ntal re fuge e s are  unable  to prote ct 
th e m se lve s from  th e  incre ase d floods, crop failure s and de se rtification, 
partly cause d by th e  clim ate  ch anging e m issions from  th e  rich  north . 
Just as th ose  fle e ing w ar ove r natural re source s in Iraq  and Afgh anistan 
or th e  D e m ocratic Re public of Congo h ad no w ay to pre se rve  th e ir 
h om e s and live s. Th e  struggle  against th e  rise  of anti im m igrant, 
e xtre m e  righ t groups w ill be  a k e y part of m ak ing a socially just 
transition. W e  can’t sim ply pull up th e  draw bridge  and pre te nd th e  
proble m s are n’t th e re  or not our re sponsibility. For th is re ason it’s 
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im portant to de ve lop a transnational approach  to our local com m unity 
organising th at re cognise s h ow  th e  UK's curre nt position of w e alth  and 
privile ge  is base d on long h istory of e nclosure  and e xploitation across 
th e  globe . Th is position can be  use d to figh t for e q uality at th e  sam e  
tim e  as local sustainability.

SO  W H AT IF EVERY TOW N IN BRITAIN BECAME A TRANSITION 
TOW N?

O f course , th at w ould be  a fantastic th ing. But w ill a day com e  w h e n 
th e  ch ie f e xe cutive s of m ultinationals, th e  m illionaire s and th ose  in 
political pow e r w ould just put th e ir h ands up and say w e ll th at’s th at 
th e n – le t’s all m ak e  th e  transition be cause  e ve ryone  e lse  h as? It’s a 
nice  th ough t, but not ve ry lik e ly! If TT initiative s be cam e  num e rous 
e nough , divide s could ope n up across our socie ty– se parating th ose  
w h o are  m ak ing th e  transition, th ose  w h o are  not – and th ose  w h o 
sim ply are n’t inte re ste d. W h ile  of course  it’s im portant to m ak e  e ve ry 
e ffort to pe rsuade  pe ople  to ge t on board, som e  pe ople  w ill se e  
transition as a dire ct th re at to th e  w e alth  and re source s th e y h ave  
gaine d from  th e  old m ode l. Pe ople  talk  about th e se  k inds of m om e nts 
as ‘dual pow e r’ situations th at are  full of te nsions and conflict be tw e e n 
diffe re nt social groups w h o struggle  to pre se rve  e ith e r th e ir ne w  gains 
or th e ir old w ays of life . Th e se  k inds of situations h appe n all th e  tim e  
(Russia 19 17, Cuba 19 58, France  1871, Ve ne zue la, righ t now ). It’s le ss 
com m on in Britain due  to its pow e rful ce ntral institutions, w h ich  are  
ve ry e ffe ctive  at k e e ping th e  status q uo. But th e re  could w e ll be  conflict 
if any k ind of transition m ove m e nt starte d to th re ate n th e  privile ge  of 
th e  w e alth y.

Th e  ide a of TT is to cre ate  a m ode l th at e ve ryone  could agre e  to. But if 
e ve ryone  can agre e  w ith  an ide a th e n w h at e xactly is going to ch ange , 
and h ow  is it diffe re nt to w h at w e nt be fore ? Ch ange  com e s th rough  
argum e nt and de bate . Th is is th e  basis for our de m ocracie s. O ur socie ty 
is m ade  up of diffe re nt classe s w ith  ve ry diffe re nt inte re sts. It is 
im portant to re alise  th e  e xte nt to w h ich  th e  groups w ith  m ore  pow e r 
use  th is to de fe nd th e ir inte re sts – w e alth , prope rty, industry e tc. Th e y 
alw ays h ave  done  – Britain is an incre dibly stable  and conse rvative  
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country not use d to ch ange . And th is is not just th e  old m onie d classe s, 
but pe ople  w ill fie rce ly de fe nd th e ir re ce ntly acq uire d w e alth  – th e  ne w  
m one y th at e m e rge d since  Th atch e rism . More  ge ne rally it is im portant 
to ch alle nge  th e  ide a th at e ve ryone  h as th e  ‘righ t’ to consum e  in our 
afflue nt socie ty. De fe nding inte re sts of th e  privile ge d and prope rty 
classe s is th e  function and origin of alm ost all le gislation in Britain (th e  
e m e rge nce  of th e  police  force , arm ie s, le gal prope rty law , anti vagrancy 
law s, acts of e nclosure  e tc.). A re al transition is actually a social 
transition. As th e  slogan goe s: Social ch ange  not clim ate  ch ange ! It 
can’t just be  a se t of te ch no-fixe s or plans to use  e ne rgy rationally or 
de cre ase  carbon e m issions.

Th e re ’s also m uch  talk  of ‘w in-w in’ situations, cre ating initiative s th at 
can ple ase  ve ry diffe re nt groups. But at som e  point som e one  h as to 
lose . Th is m igh t only m e an re ducing our incre dibly abundant consum e r 
socie ty, lim iting our use  of re source s or ge tting use d to a sim ple r life . 
But for m any pe ople  th is w ill fe e l lik e  losing and w ill be  re acte d against 
lik e  it is a loss. If w e  are  look ing for w in-w in situations, th e n w e  are  
look ing for e asy victorie s, w h ich  actually m ay be  ve ry little  in th e  w ay 
of ste ps forw ard. O nce  w e  are  w e ll on our w ay to a transition future  
w h at w ill a low  e ne rgy UK actually look  lik e ? A sce ne  from  19 50s 
H e artbe at? MadMax? O r som e th ing sim ilar to a ve ry poor city slum ? 
W h ate ve r it actually is (w h ich  is im possible  to de fine  h e re  and now ) w e  
h ave  to be  h one st about w h at w e  are  proposing and w h at fe asibly can 
and cannot be  part of our future . At th e  sam e  tim e  transition is about 
be ing am bitious e nough  in th e  ligh t of th e  scale  of ch ange  th at is 
re q uire d.

W H AT MODELS OF O RGANISING ARE BEING USED?

As w e  m e ntione d e arlie r, th e  Transition initiative  h as its origins in th e  
pe rm aculture -inspire d Kinsale  Ene rgy De sce nt Plan. Th e  th re e  m ain 
pe rm aculture  principle s of e arth  care , fair sh are  and pe ople  care  are  
th e  guiding ligh ts of a syste m  of de sign and im ple m e ntation, w h ich  
involve s de signing syste m s th at re cycle  e ne rgy as m uch  as possible  and 
are  se lf-sustaining. As th e  TT ne tw ork  say: “w e  use d im m ense  am ounts of 
creativity, ingenuity and adaptability on th e  w ay up th e  ene rgy up slope , and 
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th at th e re 's no reason for us not to do th e  sam e  on th e  dow n slope.”

Th is is a re ally progre ssive  m ode l. Th e  bigge r ch alle nge  is h ow  th is 
m ode l be com e s sh are d by m any rath e r th an by a sm all num be r of 
practitione rs or gate k e e pe rs. W e  ne e d to q ue stion m ode ls th at look  to a 
fe w  e xpe rts for th e  answ e rs, e spe cially w h e n th e se  pe ople  are  m ostly 
w e ll-e ducate d, w h ite  m ale s. W h at oth e r voice s are  not re pre se nte d? 
Th e  m ost re silie nt and durable  w ays of organising are  th ose  w h e re  
de cisions are  m ade , unde rstood and im ple m e nte d w ide ly, re ducing 
re liance  on fixe d le ade rs or fixe d ide as. W h ile  it is unde rstandable  th at 
pe ople  look  to e ffe ctive  proje cts and place s for inspiration and 
e xam ple s, a re liance  on fixe d ide as is also a pote ntial w e ak ne ss as it 
lim its cre ativity, fle xibility to local conte xts and doe s not allow  for 
autonom ous de cisions. Effe ctive  m ove m e nts h ave  to build in th is broad 
participation from  th e  start. Sure , m any pe ople  are  use d to h aving 
som e one  in ch arge  and ch arism atic strong le ade rs can be  an e ffe ctive  
w ay to m obilise  pe ople . But th e y can also be  non-constructive  and 
le ave  m ove m e nts e xpose d to th e  w h im s and ide als of a sm all num be r of 
pe ople  w h o could de cide  to le ave  at any point. If th ings don't w ork  out, 
le ade rs can e asily be  blam e d, co-opte d, and m arginalise d m ak ing th e  
w ide r group or m ove m e nt vulne rable . Ce ntralise d organising also ask s 
th e  oth e r participants to trust th at le ade rs re m ain a be nign influe nce  
and don’t re ne ge  on prom ise s, or w orse  cre ate  cliq ue s to push  th e ir 
age ndas th rough .

At th e  m om e nt in th e  national TT ne tw ork , th e re  are  paid staff, w h o 
aim  to galvanise  supporte rs and e ncourage  ne w  initiative s. In local 
groups volunte e rs th rough  w ork ing groups push  th e  proce ss forw ard. In 
som e  case s th is is th rough  a h ub group, w h e re  com m unication be tw e e n 
groups occurs and ne tw ork s de ve lop. O th e r TT proje cts h ave  be e n 
q uick  to look  for funding for paid positions to do adm inistration role s, 
pay for office  space  e tc. Se tting up an office  w ith  paid staff raise s 
q ue stions th at h ave  to be  addre sse d. W h at re lationsh ip e xists be tw e e n 
paid staff and oth e r volunte e rs, and all th e  oth e r pe ople  w h o are  m e ant 
to be  part of th e  transition? W h o doe s th e  m one y com e  from  and w h at 
re strictions or re ciprocal arrange m e nts do funde rs w ant? H ow  are  th e  
paid pe ople  accountable , ch ose n and de m ocratically re pre se ntative , if 
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th is re ally is a participatory m ove m e nt? W h at h appe ns w h e n th e  
funding runs out? Th is m ode l is ofte n justifie d by ide as of e fficie ncy of 
organising, but th e re  is also a re al dange r th at it w ill alie nate  pe ople  
from  fe e ling re sponsibility for th e  proce ss. Anoth e r guiding principle  of 
TT th at is e q ually controve rsial is th at of co-ope ration w ith  th e  local 
Council. 

Th e  role  for local gove rnm ent th at is e m e rging, favoure d by gove rnm ent 
officials and transition initiative s alik e , is "supporting, not driving". W e  
alw ays k ne w  th at local gove rnm ent w ould play a crucial role  in Transition 
Initiative s in th e  UK  and Ireland. And ove r th e  re ce nt m onth s, w e 're  se e ing 
th at role  em e rge  from  both  th e  e xisting transitioning com m unitie s and from  
ne w  com m unitie s in th e  e arlie st stage s of contact w ith  us. O ur first surprise  
w as just h ow  w illing th e  local councils are  to e ngage  m e aningfully w ith  
e xisting transition initiative s. O ur se cond is th e  num b e r of com m unitie s 
w h e re  th e  first pe rson to contact us is from  th e  local council. Th is is a re ce nt 
ph e nom enon, and one  th at w e  w elcom e  w h ole h e arte dly. (From  th e  
Transition Tow ns Prim e r) 

Again h e re , pragm atic argum e nts can be  m ade  for such  an approach  
but th e re  are  m any le ssons to be  le arne d from  th e  e xpe rie nce  of 
e nvironm e ntal ch aritie s and NGO s w h o h ave  be e n w ork ing using a 
sim ilar m ode l for th e  last th irty ye ars. Age nda 21 w as h e ralde d as th e  
be ginning of sustainable  planning at a council le ve l, but w h at 
h appe ne d h e re  is ve ry instructive . As som e one  involve d re calle d, “Th is 
global initiative  th at starte d at th e  19 9 2 Rio W orld sum m it for 
sustainab ility h ad so m uch  potential. In one  group in Live rpool it 
transpire d th at Cargill, (th e  agro-busine ss giant), w e re  sponsoring th e  
LA21 cam paign. Ve ry soon a potentially strong grassroots m ovem ent w as 
co-opte d and lost w ith in local auth ority structure s and sim ply b e cam e  a 
use ful gre e nw ash  alongside  th e  ‘busine ss as usual’ e conom ic m odel.”  It is 
in gove rnm e nts’ inte re st to re cupe rate  and co-opt th is k ind of initiative  
as a w ay to de fle ct criticism s and to satisfy th ose  calling for re al 
ch ange . Ele cte d re pre se ntative s also bring re source s and 
‘profe ssionalism ’ and are  truste d to m ak e  all th e  fundam e ntal de cisions 
so ge ne rally pe ople  can de fe r re sponsibility and stay passive . An e asy 
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w ay to ne utralise  a good ide a is to sim ply e m ploy your critics to w ork  
for you - absorb th e  ide a and de radicalise  it. So transition tow ns could 
be com e  anoth e r adjunct of gove rnm e nt policy. If w e  do not guard 
against it, th e y w ill give  it an office  and it w ill sit alongside  e conom ic 
grow th  as one  of th e  sh ining e xam ple s th at gove rnm e nt can use  to say 
th at it is doing all it can, w h e n in fact it cannot do anyth ing of th e  sort.

It is use ful h e re  to re m e m be r anoth e r conte xt. Back  in 2005, a large  
coalition of NGO s and com m unity groups joine d th e  gove rnm e nt unde r 
th e  banne r of ‘Mak e  Pove rty H istory’ during th e  2005 m e e ting of th e  
G8 in Scotland. De spite  th e  h ard w ork  by m any pe ople  to ach ie ve  re al 
ch ange , w h at re sulte d from  th is m ove m e nt w as large ly a de -
radicalisation and cle ve r gove rnm e nt co-option of a pote ntially 
e ffe ctive  anti-pove rty m ove m e nt. Th e  re sults are  th e re  for us to se e . A 
h e ady m ix of Bono, Sir Bob Ge ldof and Gordon Brow n convince d us 
th at e ve ryth ing possible  w as be ing done  to tack le  global pove rty, w h e n 
look ing back  w e  now  k now  th at ve ry little  w as done , e spe cially in 
re lation to th e  ple dge  to incre ase  th e  proportion of GDP (Gross 
Dom e stic Product) th at is spe nt on aid. O ne  outcom e  w as th at th e  G8, 
an une le cte d global institution, w as furth e r le gitim ise d by th e  positive  
publicity le nt to it, w h ich  allow e d it to e vade  criticism  and scrutiny 
e ve n furth e r. Som e  South  African com m e ntators dre w  th e  link  from  
Ge ldof’s pre vious atte m pts to solve  global h unge r tw e nty ye ars ago, 
w h ich  faile d be cause  th e y ignore d th e  counte rvailing role s of im pe rial 
pow e r re lations, capital accum ulation, unre form able  global institutions 
and ve nal local e lite s. 

Th e se  problem s re pe ate d and inde e d am plifie d in Live  8 and th e  m e ssage  
b e cam e  one  of h andouts and ch arity, not one  of lib e ration de fine d by 
Africans th em selve s or th e  re ality th at w e  are  actually re sisting neo-
colonialism  and ne olib e ralism  ourselve s. (Ch arle s Abugre , h e ad of policy for 
Ch ristian Aid, one  of th e  organisations in th e  MPH  coalition, from  th e  
Carbon Ne utral M yth .)

Th e  h istory of th e  Gre e n Party is also fascinating in th is re spe ct. In th e  
UK, a se t of re ally transform atory ide as h ave  e m e rge d from  th e  Gre e n 
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Party base d around low  carbon, re localise d e conom ie s w h ich  are  
q uie tly put to one  side  w h e n th e y e nte r th e  pragm atic ne gotiations of 
coalition pow e r in local gove rnm e nt. W h ile  one  of th e  m ost progre ssive  
Gre e n Partie s in th e  w orld in Ge rm any h as brough t m any 
e nvironm e ntal ch ange s, it h as stoppe d be ing an oppositional force  to 
transform  socie ty, and inste ad h as be com e  a use ful w ay to gre e n th e  
capitalist e conom y. Conce ssions w e re  m ade  in orde r to stay in pow e r 
rath e r th an stick ing to th e  m ore  radical guiding principle s, such  as 
dropping th e  com m itm e nt to a nucle ar disarm am e nt policy. O th e r 
instance s include  active  support for de ploym e nt of Ge rm an troops and 
th e  ove rse e ing of re pre ssive  policie s against th ose  re sisting trains 
transporting nucle ar w aste . Th e se  acts h ave  se riously dam age d th e  ve ry 
pote nt Ge rm an e nvironm e ntal m ove m e nt. 

Th e  TT m ove m e nt ne e ds to h ave  a se rious discussion about its 
re lationsh ip to ce ntral and local gove rnm e nt, as th e se  m igh t be  th e  
bigge st obstacle s th e re  are  to a re al transition. In th e  e nd, groups w ill 
de ve lop m ode ls and w ays of w ork ing w h ich  re fle ct th e  nature  of th e ir 
tow n or ne igh bourh ood – e ach  w ith  th e ir ow n m ix of local institutions 
and individuals. In one  place , a progre ssive  council m ay play a strong 
role ; in anoth e r it m igh t not play a role  at all, or e ve n be  a m ajor block . 
W h ate ve r h appe ns, local control ove r h ow  th e  proce ss e volve s sh ould 
be  re spe cte d. TT is w e ll place d to fulfil th e  Gove rnm e nt’s obje ctive s for 
‘com plim e ntary gove rnm e nt’. In th e  w h ole  m ove  to ‘double  de volution’ 
(from  W h ite  H all to Tow n H all, th e n to th e  pe ople ), th e  Gove rnm e nt is 
look ing for opportunitie s to “e m pow e r” local com m unitie s, as long as 
th e y im ple m e nt gove rnm e nt policy th at doe sn’t rock  th e  boat, w h ich  
norm ally h as little  to do w ith  transition, as w e  unde rstand it. So in th e  
push  for com m unity e m pow e rm e nt, TT initiative s could q uite  q uick ly 
find th e m se lve s running bits of th e  w e lfare  state  – garde ns, com m unity 
se rvice s, local food - absolving th e  local state  e ve n m ore  of its 
re sponsibilitie s. Th is m ay be  a good th ing in te rm s of ge tting th ings 
running along th e  line s of a transition, but curre ntly taxe s are  paid to 
e nsure  fre e  acce ss to th e se  se rvice s. W ould local taxe s be  accordingly 
re duce d, and w ould transition initiative s re ce ive  th e ir slice  of th e  
m unicipal budge t? And w h e re  w ould Gove rnm e nt put th e  savings in 
public e xpe nditure ? Can cycle  lane s, allotm e nts and re ne w able  e ne rgy 
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conte nd w ith  surve illance , m ilitary spe nding, subsidie s for big busine ss 
or th e  public de bt in th e  curre nt m ode l of organising socie ty?

Look ing at anti-globalisation, fe m inist, pe ace  and pe asant m ove m e nts, 
from  around th e  w orld, one  can se e  th at th e re  m any oth e r w ays of 
organising th at involve  participatory tools to e nh ance  dire ct de m ocracy. 
Conse nsus de cision-m ak ing, participatory budge ting, spok e s councils, 
group facilitation, sk ill sh aring and popular e ducation are  just som e  of 
th e  w ays to e nsure  pe ople  ge nuine ly participate  rath e r th an just be ing 
consulte d on issue s. Th e  ope n source  m ove m e nt (including e ve ryth ing 
from  Indym e dia and W ik ipe dia to fre e w are ) is also a gre at e xam ple  of 
h ow  pe e r-to-pe e r de m ocracy can w ork , and h ow  m any e ye s focuse d on 
ce rtain proble m s can com e  up w ith  m ore  w ork able  solutions th at are  
w ide ly conse nte d upon and colle ctive ly ow ne d. W h at is k e y h e re  is th at 
de fe rm e nt of re sponsibility is one  cause  of th e  curre nt situation, pe ople  
are  large ly divorce d from  th e  m ost im portant de cisions and th e  e ffe cts 
of e ve ryday actions. Tak ing back  control and re sponsibility w ill not 
com e  from  a q uick  fix but w ill ne e d tim e  for pe ople  to le arn co-
ope ration, m utual aid and solidarity. 

BUT DOESN'T TH E H UGE TH REAT OF CLIMATE CH ANGE MEAN 
TH AT TH IS TIME, PEOPLE REALLY W ILL CH ANGE?

All th e  e vide nce  about th e  re al prospe ct of ‘dange rous’ clim ate  ch ange  
is th e re , e spe cially th rough  th e  re ce nt IPCC Fourth  Synth e sis Re port. 
Clim ate  ch ange  doe s pre se nt m ore  strik ing e vide nce  th an e ve r th at a 
finite  plane t cannot support infinite  grow th . Alth ough  th e re  are  
ce rtainly positive  signs of action, it is dange rous to assum e  th at 
k now le dge  about any particular issue  w ill re sult in any se t of actions, 
as pe ople 's re sponse s w ill de pe nd on th e ir e ducation, back ground, 
fam ily and e conom ic position. W e  are  up against so m any proble m s on 
a global scale : w ars, slave ry, th e  loss of com m on asse ts, colonisation, 
privatisation, e nvironm e ntal de vastation, m assive  social ine q uality, 
spiralling de bt, ne o libe ral fre e  trade  agre e m e nts, racist im m igration 
controls to nam e  a fe w . O ne  w ay to unde rstand th e  lack  of re al ch ange  
is th at in face  of th is barrage  of proble m s, a large  proportion are  ofte n 
too dise m pow e re d, de fe ate d or distracte d to re spond to, or act upon, 
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clim ate  ch ange . H ow e ve r, focussing on individual action ne gate s th e  
im portance  of structural ch ange  and w ork ing on th e  w ay w e  do th ings 
colle ctive ly. It is not just pow e rful groups of pe ople  w h o obstruct 
ch ange  but th e  m any com ple x syste m s of race , ge nde r, class th at 
m aintain social h ie rarch ie s. 

It is use ful h e re  to clarify be tw e e n tw o ve ry diffe re nt type s of ch ange s. 
Th e re  are  possible  e nvironm e ntal im prove m e nts in a place  (re cycling or 
re ducing pollution in a local rive r for e xam ple ) and e nvironm e ntal 
im prove m e nts to a system  (stabilising carbon in th e  global atm osph e re  
for e xam ple ). Th e  crucial point is th at no causal re lationsh ip can be  
assum e d be tw e e n th e  tw o type s of ch ange . For e xam ple  m ak ing 
e nvironm e ntal im prove m e nts in our com m unitie s doe s not ne ce ssarily 
m ak e  im prove m e nts of th e  se cond type , lik e  prote cting global 
e cosyste m s. For th is w e  ne e d ve ry diffe re nt k inds of ch ange s such  as 
institutional re organisation, curbing corporate  pow e r and drastically 
sh ifting th e  w ay th e  e conom y and consum e r socie ty w ork s. Th e se  
involve  confronting all sorts of ve ste d inte re sts and w e alth y e lite s and it 
is h e re  th at w e  h ave  to be  re alistic about w h at k inds of ch ange s w e  can 
ach ie ve  w ith out som e  k ind of ove rarch ing socie tal ch ange . Many 
ch ange s to a place  can be  m ade , but th e y don’t re ally add up to a long 
lasting and substantial transition, not le ast globally. So w h ile  local food 
or local re cycling and sustainable  consum ption are  e sse ntial to inspire  
and galvanise  pe ople  e q ually im portant are  th e  m ove m e nts th at are  
com m itte d to m ak ing m ore  difficult ch ange s w h ich  w ill prote ct th e  
w ide r sh are d global e co syste m s. De pre ssingly, w h at pre vious struggle s 
w ould sugge st th ough  is th at pow e rful groups w ill do e ve ryth ing th e y 
can to dig th e m se lve s in and prote ct th e ir position rath e r th an give  up 
conce ssions. Esse ntially th is is be cause  th e y are  prote cting and 
sustaining th e  curre nt syste m  at w h ate ve r cost. Acce ptance  th at it is 
th is syste m  th at lays at th e  root cause  is th e  only w ay to truly tack le  
clim ate  ch ange . 

SO  W H AT’S TH E W AY FORW ARD?

Th is is not a call for a blue print for ch ange  or a purist critiq ue  of TT. 
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Inste ad it is a call to conside r transition tow ns not as e xisting in th e ir 
ow n bubble , h ow e ve r appe aling th is prospe ct m ay be . TTs are  
ultim ate ly subje ct to th e  sam e  orde r of oppre ssion, class structure , 
e ntre nch e d pow e r, and ve ste d inte re sts as e ve ryth ing e lse  in th e  UK. 
Each  place  and locality is w ove n toge th e r by ne tw ork s of pow e r, w h ich  
h ave  be e n form e d ove r ce nturie s. But if th is structural re ality is 
incorporate d in to our plans th e n w e  can be gin to re cognise  th is and 
use  our dive rsity for stre ngth . TTs are  base d on th e  ide a th at 
com m unitie s can cre ate  diffe re nt syste m s, but th is is only possible  if th e  
m alignant force s and e ntre nch e d pow e r th at pe ople  h ave  be e n 
struggling against for h undre ds of ye ars are  re cognise d, ch alle nge d and 
TTs be com e  a political force  for ch ange .  Putting th ings in th e ir 
h istorical and political conte xt re m inds us th at transition w ill be  an 
inh e re ntly political and social m ove m e nt. To m ak e  any re al policy 
ch ange s, com m unitie s ne e d room  for m anoe uvre  at a local le ve l – th e y 
ne e d pow e r and re source s. Th e  nature  of th e  re lationsh ip w ith  th e  local 
council and th e  position on local e conom y and busine ss w ill de te rm ine  
w h at th e se  k inds of initiative s can ach ie ve . Th e y m ust not be com e  an 
appe ndix to th e  local state  or pre se rving pock e ts of sustainability for a 
privile ge d fe w  or th e y w ill sim ply be  de ad in th e  w ate r.

Th e  state  is part of th e  proble m  and cle arly doe s not h ave  all th e  
answ e rs nor can it co-ordinate  all th e  re sponse s. Re lying on one  
institution is not a re silie nt w ay to adapt to th e  ch ange s th at are  
ne e de d. At th e  re ce nt De ce m be r 2007 UN m e e ting on Clim ate  Ch ange  
in Bali le ade rs sh ow e d th e ir lack  of political w ill and ability to de al w ith  
and im ple m e nt th e  le ve l of ch ange  th at is ne e de d. Th e  raft of 
inte rnational le gislation from  Kyoto targe ts to m ark e t-base d 
m e ch anism s such  as carbon trading and offse tting is poorly conce ive d, 
inade q uate  and not e xte nsive  e nough  to de al w ith  th e  ch alle nge s w e  
h ave  only be gun to outline  h e re . More  re le vant is th e  Durban Group for 
Clim ate  Justice , an inte rnational ne tw ork  of inde pe nde nt organisations, 
individuals and pe ople 's m ove m e nts w h o re je ct fre e  m ark e t approach e s 
to de aling w ith  clim ate  ch ange . Th e y are  com m itte d to h e lp building a 
global grassroots m ove m e nt for clim ate  justice , m obilising com m unitie s 
around th e  w orld and acting in solidarity w ith  pe ople  opposing carbon 
trading on th e  ground. (Se e  clim ate justice .blogspot.com )
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O ne  of th e  m ain obstacle s to ch ange  is th at Britain is one  of th e  m ost 
politically ce ntralise d countrie s in Europe . Parliam e nt and W h ite h all 
are  e xtre m e ly pow e rful. O nly as ge nuine ly popular pow e r e m e rge s at a 
local le ve l can e ach  place  h ave  a m ature  de bate  about w h at w e  are  up 
against, w h at a transition m igh t m e an and h ow  be st to gove rn itse lf. 
Alth ough  Transition Tow ns h ave  th e  pote ntial to build m om e ntum  and 
e xcite m e nt for th is to h appe n, it m ay only do so if th is long-te rm  goal is 
k e pt cle arly in focus. And th is popular pow e r ne e ds to find w ays to 
ch alle nge  ce ntralise d se ats of pow e r. W h at th is w ould look  lik e  or h ow  
it w ould h appe n is difficult to say but pow e r is not ofte n gaine d 
w ith out a struggle . But if groups can be com e  conne cte d, de ve lop 
strate gy, are  pre pare d to w in argum e nts and are  not afraid to figh t for 
and de fe nd th e ir gains th e n a m e aningful transition is e ntire ly possible . 
 If num e rous e nough , th e se  initiative s could be gin to w e ak e n capitalism  
and provide  w ork able  alte rnative  m ode ls for th e  w ay w e  organise  
socie ty.  A sure  fire  w ay of cre ating a m ove m e nt w ith  little  im pact or 
pote ntial to be  co-opte d is to ignore  th e  bigge r ch alle nge s, w h at w e  are  
trying to transition aw ay from , and to th ink  th at it w ill all be  e asy and 
can be  le ft to oth e rs to do it for us. Th is just ge ts pe ople ’s h ope s up, and 
blinds us to th e  task s at h and.

Th rough out th e  ce nturie s m any alte rnative  e xpe rim e nts and 
com m unitie s h ave  e xiste d to sh ow  w ays of building th is popular pow e r. 
Th e re  are  countle ss e xam ple s h e re  of groups tak ing back  pow e r to 
m ak e  th e  de cisions th at e ffe ct th e m . To give  a fe w  e xam ple s, th e  
Ke nyan Pe ople ’s Parliam e nt, w h e re  for fifte e n ye ars pe ople  h ave  h e ld 
m e e tings, as e q uals and co-ope rate d to ch ange  th e ir m ate rial and social 
conditions, from  th e  grassroots up, “w ith out se lling out, and w ith out 
giving up’. Ujaam a village s in Tanzania, w h o are  e xpe rim e nting w ith  a 
ne w  m ode l for se ttle m e nts and w h o argue  th at, ‘W h at w e  ne e d to 
de ve lop is pe ople , not th ings, and th at pe ople  can only de ve lop 
th e m se lve s.’ Ve ne zue lan Land Com m itte e s, w h ich  are  about re claim ing 
land but also pe ople  de bating, agre e ing, and tak ing action colle ctive ly 
about th ings th at dire ctly affe ct e ve ry aspe ct of th e ir daily live s. Th e  
une m ploye d w ork e rs m ove m e nt and occupie d factorie s in Arge ntina, 
landle ss pe asant m ove m e nts from  around th e  w orld, th e  list goe s on. 
Th e  Putne y De bate s th at took  place  in St Mary’s Ch urch  in London 
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around Crom w e ll’s Ne w  Mode l Arm y during th e  se ve nte e nth  ce ntury 
English  Civil w ar sh ould also inspire  us. Th is is a gre at e xam ple  of h ow  
a broad popular m ove m e nt in England once  ch alle nge d th e  e stablish e d 
e lite  w h e n ordinary soldie rs de bate d about th e  ne e d for e q uality and 
fre e dom  and to turn th e  une q ual social orde r lite rally on its h e ad.

Th ings could go in m any diffe re nt dire ctions and it’s im portant to be  
aw are  of lik e ly ch ange s to com e . In th is unk now n te rritory of clim ate  
ch ange , de spite  all our scie ntific k now le dge , th e re  are  m any 
unce rtaintie s. W h at is cle ar th ough  is th at w e  don’t w ant to find 
ourse lve s sle e pw alk ing into a gre e n police  state  as w e  all rush  to find 
w ays to prote ct th e  e nvironm e nt. H e re  w e  m igh t find a k ind of 
e cological ve rsion of th e  future  de picte d in th e  re ce nt film  ‘Ch ildre n of 
M en’ - strict gove rnm e nt controlle d carbon rationing, fortre ss Europe  to 
k e e p out ‘fore igne rs’ w h o m igh t put too m any e xtra stre sse s on our 
e nvironm e nt and re source s, tigh t ce ntrally planne d form s of production 
and consum ption. Th is is a fam iliar vision – pe ople  can’t be  truste d so 
w e  ne e d e ve n m ore  discipline  and re gulation to run Britain. Big 
busine ss ge ts w h at it w ants w h ile  ordinary pe ople ’s fre e dom s and 
libe rtie s are  curtaile d e ve n m ore  and gross global ine q uality is 
incre ase d. Th is is a ‘k h ak i gre e n state ’, th e  ‘invisible  h and’ of th e  m ark e t 
w ith  th e  ‘iron fist’ of th e  state , a k ind of e cological ve rsion of Th om as 
H obbe s’ Le viath an. O n th e  oth e r side , th e re  is a ‘transform atory gre e n 
socie ty’ – a radical, locally accountable  and participatory de m ocracy 
w h e re  pe ople  are  truste d, e m pow e re d and active , base d around strong 
notions of e q uity, autonom y, low e r production, participatory localise d 
e conom ie s th at m e e t basic ne e ds, w ith  good co-ordination and w ith out 
a strong ce ntralise d, disciplining state .

So w h at doe s th is m e an in practice ? H ow  can th e se  ide as be  
incorporate d into th e  Transition m ove m e nt in a w ay th at doe s not 
alie nate , confuse  or cause  friction and factions? A first ste p could be  th e  
sim ple  re cognition th at to m ak e  a re al transition, th e re  w ill be  both  
cre ation and re sistance .  All th e  local e nde avours such  as com m unity 
food proje cts ne e d to be  accom panie d by pow e rful m ove m e nts, w h ich  
both  de fe nd th e  gains th at th e se  proje cts can m ak e  and also tak e  dire ct 
action against w h ate ve r proble m s pe ople  ide ntify in th e ir locality, for 
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e xam ple  th e  m onopoly of supe rm ark e ts or th e  re turn of GM  crops to 
th e  UK. Se condly, th e  ‘gre at re -sk illing’ th at can addre ss practical issue s 
such  as h ow  to grow  our ow n food, could be  m ade  m ore  pow e rful if 
com bine d w ith  popular e ducation and dialogue  about th e  curre nt 
e conom ic and political syste m . Continuing th e  e xam ple  of food, w e  
sh ould look  at th e  w ay th at th e  industrial agricultural m ode l h as be e n 
de ve lope d from  a particular w orldvie w  th at e xclude s m any oth e rs. 
Th rough  such  activitie s, th e  uniting force  of com m on ground w e  can 
find toge th e r as a basis to act against sym ptom s th at w e  ide ntify, re je ct 
th e  false  solutions th at are  be ing propose d, and act in solidarity w ith  
pe ople  w h e re ve r th e y are  w h o are  also struggling to m ak e  a re al 
transition. O ne  re ason w h y transition is so urge nt h e re  is to addre ss th e  
fact th at rich  industrialise d socie tie s such  as Britain are  h istorically 
re sponsible  for th e  vast m ajority of global e m issions. Th e  global w e alth  
gap w as built on th is ‘e cological de bt’ and th e  w orld’s poore st are  now  
paying both  dubious fore ign financial de bts and alre ady suffe ring from  
th e  rapidly ch anging clim ate . Le t’s not re tre at to a pure ly localise d 
sph e re  of action but re cognise  th at not only th e  Earth ’s e cosyste m s but 
also th e  m ajority of its pe ople  h ave  be e n dam age d by th e  structure s 
th at h ave  cre ate d th is im balance . Th is is an opportunity to sh are  our 
global w e alth  and te ch nological re source s and to ch alle nge  th e  
unde rlying e conom ic and political structure s th at drive  th e  fossil fue l 
e conom y. 

TT argue s th at com m unitie s can sh ape  th ings as th e y lik e  and w e  
support th is e th ic of doing it ourse lve s. But th is is only re alistic if 
pe ople  are  also pre pare d to tak e  on th e  ve ste d inte re sts in th e  m e dia, 
gove rnm e nt and busine ss. Re je cting syste m s of control th at only 
be ne fit a m inority and de fe nding our righ t to se lf-organisation are  th e  
be drock  of a re al transition. Th e re  is an e norm ous am ount to do, but 
th e  k now le dge , re source s and com m itm e nt do e xist and th e re  are  
countle ss e xam ple s of grass roots m ove m e nts th at are  on th is path  to 
le arn from  and strate gise  w ith . W e  are  not sugge sting th at any of th is 
w ill be  e asily ach ie ve d - it w ill be  a rock y road. But, w e  be lie ve  th is 
could le ad to a re al transition th at isn’t afraid to ch alle nge  pow e r. Th e  
th re ats of clim ate  ch ange  and pe ak  oil provide  opportunitie s for us to 
ch alle nge  som e  of th e  basic assum ptions about h ow  our socie ty is 
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organise d, ask  w h o are  th e  w inne rs and th e  lose rs, and re juve nate  our 
political proce sse s and com m unitie s. Th e re  is a lot at stak e , and m any 
obstacle s along th e  w ay but be ing both  am bitious and cle ar about 
w h e re  w e  w ant to go is th e  first, m ost im portant ste p. And th is is th e  
le ast w e  ow e  to ourse lve s.

 April 2008

Th is book le t w as w ritte n by Paul Ch atte rton and Alice  Cutle r 
from  th e  Trape se  Colle ctive  w ith  th ank s to all th ose  w h o h ave  
contribute d ide as and com m e nts on th e  te xt. 

Trape se  is a popular e ducation colle ctive  th at produce  
re source s and facilitate  w ork sh ops th at aim  to look  at big 
issue s of our tim e s and e ncourage  re alistic and e ffe ctive  action. 
More  re source s can be  found at w w w.trape se .org and in our 
book , Do It Yourse lf, A H andbook  for Ch anging O ur W orld, 
w w w.h andbook forch ange .org.

Paul Ch atte rton is th e  dire ctor of MA in Activism  and Social 
Ch ange  at Le e ds Unive rsity, w w w.activism socialch ange .org.uk  

For m ore  copie s or com m e nts e m ail us:  trape se @ rise up.ne t

O riginal artw ork  by Ste ve  Stuffit. De signe d using 100% FLOSS 
(Fre e  / Libre  / O pe n Source  Softw are ) tools. For additional 
re source s on th e  conce pts be h ind th e  illustrations and to 
dow nload th is book  in PDF form at se e : 
w w w.stuffit.org/trape se / 

Copyle ft. Ple ase  copy, distribute  and le t us 
k now  w h e re  you h ave  use d or any oth e r 
com m e nts: trape se @ rise up.ne t

Printe d by:
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