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TRANSITION TOWNS
A  Introduction.  
Two years ago there was no such thing as a transition town.  Last year there were two, Kinsale in Ireland and Totnes in Devon.  Now there are 17 official Transition Initiatives,  so-called “Adopters”,  including Glastonbury, Stroud, Lewes, Cheltenham, Falmouth, Lampeter, Bristol,  – and over 90 towns and communities who have expressed an interest in adopting the scheme, so-called “Mullers”. You have to get used to some rather idiosyncratic vocabulary when dealing with Transition Towns.  The speed at which this concept is spreading is quite extraordinary. It has caught peoples’ imagination and provided a positive focus for action on a local level.  It has fulfilled a real need, inspiring people with optimism for the future instead of the usual doom and gloom.  Someone said it was the most exciting grass-roots environment and community project for years.

The idea for Transition Towns came from a project run by Rob Hopkins with his permaculture students at the college of FE in Kinsale.  They produced an Energy Descent Plan in 2005 called Kinsale 2021 which covered many aspects of local life – food, energy, tourism, education and health. The plan was formally adopted by Kinsale’s Town Council at the end of 2005.   Rob Hoskins then built on the ground breaking work begun at Kinsale in Totnes in Devon. Transition Town Totnes (TTT) is the first transition town in the UK. 

B  Why the need for Transition Towns Initiative?

The Transition Towns Initiative plans to help local communities take steps to cope with the twin challenges of global warming and peak oil production, to combat the negative effects of globalisation and to manage the Energy Descent, the TRANSITION to a lower energy, more sustainable future.

1. Global Warming

The first and most urgent challenge facing us is Global Warming.  This should be our primary, overriding concern.  The causes - excessive use of fossil fuels, deforestation, our love affair with the internal combustion engine -

and the imminent consequences of global warming - extreme weather conditions, melting icecaps and the threat to ecosystems - are already familiar to all of us.  If we don’t stop burning fossil fuels the earth will reach a point of no return within 30 years.  To have any chance at all of reversing the rise in global temperatures we all have to cut our carbon emissions and we have to do it now.   We rely to a great extent on governments to tackle this big issue on an international level but much can also be achieved on a local and personal level.  Small communities can play their part in bringing about a change in people’s behaviour through raising awareness, education and joint action.  

2. Peak Oil

Closely linked to global warming is impending Peak oil which may be an unfamiliar concept.  We are witnessing the beginning of the end of the age of oil.  We are all certainly aware that fossil fuels are fast running out but in fact it’s not as simple as that.  It’s more a matter of the economical viability of the extraction of oil and gas. Oil as such won’t run out, but cheap, plentiful, accessible oil will.  Oil companies will only invest in exploration if it’s going to be profitable to them and their shareholders.  Much of the remaining oil is in more inaccessible, technologically demanding parts of the world – the South China Sea, the Arctic, Alaska, Siberia, and Antarctica, some of the most pristine natural environments on the planet.  This may prove to be too expensive to recover.  Oil companies will be forced to use lower quality oil deposits, so-called heavy oil, tar sands, oil shale, bitumen – which are not economic to recover using current technologies and are massively more polluting than light crude oil.  Shale oil is “ energy negative”.  That means it uses more energy to process than it actually produces so it’s uneconomic.
Peak oil means we’ve reached the point where we’ve extracted half the easily available oil and we’re on the Energy Descent.  The idea of Peak Oil was first put forward in 1956 by Marion King Hubbert, an American oil exploration geologist, so the idea is not a new one.  He said that  “ the supply of any natural resource invariably rises from zero to a maximum point and then it falls forever.”  Oil production in the USA peaked around 1970.  North Sea oil in British waters is already used up.  The UK’s natural gas supplies peaked in 2000 and globally natural gas will peak between 2010 and 2020.  The global Oil Peak is predicted variously as early as 2006 and as late as 2050.  Most experts reckon between 2005 and 2013.

3. The Energy Descent

World oil demand is forecast to grow by 50% by the year 2025.   The UN predicts that the population of the world (6.4 billion and still growing) should stabilise at 9 billion by the year 2075.  We won’t be able to keep up with the demand from newly industrialised societies and Energy Descent will begin. As oil becomes scarce the price will rise dramatically with economic, social and political consequences (“resource” wars, civil unrest, economic recession, a crash in global markets)  Many would say this is already happening.  It is estimated that the world will need a whole new Saudi Arabia every 2 years to satisfy global demand for oil. 

After Peak Oil there is predicted to be a 3% annual decline in the availability of energy from oil.  But oil production won’t suddenly stop.  Large reserves still remain
- one trillion barrels according to the oil industry - and we’re currently using 25 billion barrels per year, so that gives us about 40 years’ supply.  However fewer and fewer new oil deposits are coming on line.  Two thirds of the world’s remaining oil reserves are in the Persian Gulf, a politically volatile region, but estimates of oil reserves from oil companies and oil-producing states like Saudi Arabia are unreliable.  The undeniable fact is that since 1980 we have been depleting our oil sources faster than we can develop new ones. Production is falling way short of consumption.  Sooner or later we will be faced with a Supply Crunch.   Total oil Armageddon should be with us by the end of the 21st century.
4. Security of Energy Supplies

In the face of impending oil shortages there is a concern in industrialised nations to maintain the security of their energy supplies.  Oil currently makes up 40% of the world’s energy supplies.  The USA and its allies have been accused of having a hidden energy agenda in their military involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Russia is flexing its energy-rich muscles and using gas supplies to try to blackmail its neighbours. There is a belated rush to develop alternatives to oil and gas.

5. Alternatives to Oil and Natural gas

Among the non-renewable sources of energy coal is rearing its ugly head again.  It already supplies 23% of the world’s energy.  The largest deposits are in the USA, China and Russia and there are an estimated 200 years of reserves at current consumption rates. But coal is vastly more polluting than either oil or gas and would exacerbate climate change even further.  Most of China’s power stations are coal-fired.  We may be forced to revert to using liquefied coal as a fuel, so-called “synfuel” which I prefer to call “sin” fuel, with disastrous damage to the environment.  George Monbiot (Energy Bulletin Apr 11 2007) expresses grave fears that we will see a revival of the coal economy in the face of oil shortages. He believes that governments and giant corporations will resort to coal rather than move to a low energy economy.
 There is also a worrying resurgence of interest in the nuclear option (currently providing 6.5% of energy supplies) which hardly bears thinking about, but many experts think we have little choice and British politicians seem to be prepared to consider building a new generation of nuclear power stations to plug the energy gap.  Of course it must be remembered that nuclear is also a non-renewable energy source.  Supplies of Uranium 235 are not inexhaustible and we would need thousands of nuclear plants worldwide to replace the amount of fossil fuel we use. 
6. Renewable Energy Resources

The one area which is still considerably under-funded, and consequently under-researched, is renewable energy: wood, bio fuels, biomass, geothermal and hydro-electric energy, wind, wave, tidal and solar power.  These represent the only sustainable forms of energy and it is in these that the Transition Towns Initiative aims to put its trust.  Windy Northern Europe is ideal for wind farms.  They’re ugly and noisy but what the heck!  They can form part of the solution to the energy crisis. The Germans currently have a huge photovoltaic initiative up and running.  It just needs the political will and financial investment. However even if we combined all these renewable resources we couldn’t match the output of the “fossil fuel bonanza” and so we have to move towards a lower energy economy.  That means saving energy as much as possible; driving less, insulating our homes more, turning down the thermostats, using low energy light bulbs etc.  
Many of these renewable energy sources have their downsides, including an impact on the environment.  For example the use of bio fuels to partly replace fossil fuels is currently proving popular in the USA and Brazil, but this development could have further disastrous environmental consequences. The Americans want ethanol to provide 24% of all their transport fuels by 2017. But already global corn prices have risen as a result of more agricultural land being used for bio fuel production and there is a risk that even more rain forests will be destroyed to grow bio fuel crops. 
7. Petroleum Derivatives

We need to remember that oil and gas are not only used for heating and transport.  Petroleum derivatives are used in all sorts of industries and products- construction, pharmaceuticals, plastics, cosmetics, chemicals, artificial fertilisers etc. The important thing about oil is that our whole modern way of life is completely dependent on it.  No oil = no economy.  Oil is the backbone of our  industrial society and globalisation. 

A shortage of energy would cause a radical transformation of our high energy consumption life-styles.  It would have repercussions on agriculture, industry, transport and communications.  David Goodstein (Out of Gas: The end of the age of oil) says that civilisation as we know it will come to an end by the end of the 21st century.
Politicians are not addressing these issues with sufficient urgency.  They don’t want to make hard choices or do anything to jeopardise their voters’ luxurious lifestyle.  This would not be a vote winning strategy.  They inevitably only take a short-term view of the world’s problems and we need politicians with vision. They go through the motions but rarely follow up their empty rhetoric with action.
The Hirsch Report ( Robert  L. Hirsch “ The inevitable peaking of world oil production. Report for the US dept. of energy Feb 2005 ) ) stated that “ mitigation options must be initiated more than a decade in advance of oil peaking”.  In other words we need to start planning Life after Oil well in advance (i.e.) right now.  According to Hirsch we would need 20 years to plan for energy descent to avoid a substantial negative impact on our quality of life.  If we leave it too late the consequences may be severe.  We need to start” kicking the fossil fuel habit.”
8. The threat of Globalisation

  The globalisation model isn’t working.  It’s not sustainable and it’s dangerous ecologically.  Not only is it devastating the planet but it’s not satisfying human needs.  The demand for an ever-rising standard of living in the developed nations: over consumption, increased personal debt to buy ever more cars, manufactured goods, new technologies.  It doesn’t make us happy and more and more people are realising that we don’t need all this stuff!  We can’t keep basing our economic model on growth and the continued expansion of global markets, especially when China, India and South America are beginning to demand the same comfortable consumer life styles we enjoy.  The poorer countries of the world continue to get poorer and we get richer at their expense. The global corporate capitalist system is simply not viable any more.   

C.
The Aims of the Transition Movement

How are we to prepare for the post fossil fuel era?   The Transition movement believes that people must take control of their own destinies rather than wait for ineffectual governments to do something.  People must be prepared to take the lead.  Local communities need to take matters into their own hands, pool their ideas, expertise and resources, and draw up plans to reduce dependence on fossil fuels over a period of several years. As a matter of urgency we should attempt to raise awareness of the issues in the local community. We should recover control of local transportation and energy production.  Energy conservation is crucial.  Revitalisation of the local food economy is vital. There needs to be more community-sponsored agriculture; allotments; orchards.  It takes 210 acres to feed 7000 households.  Perhaps we should bring back the idea of “digging for victory”.  

We need to relocalise - use local materials and products, and sell them in local markets.  We need to create a greater sense of engagement in the community, cooperation and self-reliance and create a model that will enable people to live in a more sustainable way. In so doing it is hoped that our quality of life will be improved.
The Transition movement aims to 
(1)  reduce our carbon footprint and thus reduce our negative impact on climate change
(2) reduce our dependence on oil and gas and take steps to manage Energy Descent
(3)  initiate a process of “relocalisation” of all essential elements of life
(4) inform and engage the local community
(5) help build a more fulfilling, more socially connected, fairer society
(6) set out a clear vision of a lower energy future
(7) identify a clear timetable for achieving it 
D   How do we set up a Transition Community?

The Transition Town website provides masses of information for any communities in the process of “mulling”.  There is a Transition Initiatives Primer which contains information about the Transition Model and good advice about how to set up a Transition Community. The groundwork has all been done in Totnes which would make the task of other communities much easier (www.transitiontowns.org)
· There are 12 key steps to setting up a Transition Initiative –
1. setting up a Steering Group 

2. raising awareness locally using film screenings, presentations etc

3. networking with existing groups and activists – integrating

4. organise “a Great Unleashing” (6 mths to a year after start)

5. form sub groups under umbrella of project as a whole

6. Use Open Space Technology for meetings (no agenda etc)

7. Develop visible practical manifestations of project (planting trees)

8. Develop “a Great Reskilling”–cooking,gardening,repairing,building 

9. Cultivate a positive, productive relationship with local authority, link in to Community development plan

10. Find out how things were done from older people – honour the elders

11. Don’t be too rigid in your vision – let it develop organically. (We don’t want a whole lot of Totnes clones.)
12. Create an energy descent plan – a combination of practical actions devised by different community sub groups

Rob Hopkins and Ben Brangwyn now run the Transition Network, a charity set up with initial funding from the Tudor Trust to spread the message to other communities who are considering embarking on becoming a transition community. They provide plenty of help – information, advice, inspiration, support and training.

The Totnes transition initiative also includes a group called Hearts and Souls to help individuals cope with “ Post Petroleum Stress Disorder”.
The Totnes Pound has also been introduced based on the idea of Berkshares ( Great Barrington in Berkshire Hills near New York).   Local currency

CONCLUSION 

There are three levels of action to tackle climate change and peak oil:-
Global 
National 
Local 
All have their part to play.
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