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PUBLISHER’S POINT OF VIEW

One day in 2005, Rob Hopkins, an ordinary British citizen, started knocking on his neighbors’ doors in the small town of Totnes, where he had just settled. He was proposing that they come together to organize nothing less than a new, locally based economy. A new model, the Transition Town, harnessing resources at hand: no longer expect food to arrive from the other side of the planet at great fuel costs, but instead create short food supply chains and cultivate all the available land (gardens, rooftops, municipal parks); no longer complain about pollution, but bring federate fellow citizens around a project of local renewable energy cooperatives; no longer rail against the banks and the stock markets, but adopt a local currency that enriches the community. His experience has not only been successful in Totnes; it has spread to 1,200 cities in 47 countries. Each of the Transition Towns are transforming their communities, without fanfare, without outside funding, making them more autonomous and more resilient to the crises looming ahead—a network of oases offering a wealth of solutions.

 

Rob Hopkins’s charisma and his story spur us all to become the best we can be. The saga of the Transition Towns inspires us all to take action and tap into the unimagined capacities we all have to promote change.

 

Lionel Astruc has written several books exploring the raw materials sector in France and worldwide, and highlighting the pioneers of the ecological transition. He is also the author of Vandana Shiva Creative Civil Disobedience, published in 2017.

 

Hopkins is leading by example – within reason.

His approach is practical. The Guardian




TOMORROW

The profound crisis affecting our societies is obvious. Ecological disturbances, social exclusion, the rampant exploitation of natural resources, the frenetic and dehumanizing quest for profit, and the widening of inequalities lie at the heart of our contemporary problems.

Nevertheless, men and women everywhere are coming together around innovative and original projects with a view to opening up new prospects for the future. There are solutions. Novel proposals are being made all over the planet, often on a small scale, but always with the aim of bringing about real change in our societies.
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INTRODUCTION



Outside our comfort zones

Among the billions of videos uploaded to YouTube, one of them–a poor-quality, cell-phone recording–shows small groups of people at a rock festival, scattered around a large field in the early afternoon, enjoying the music. A man gets up and starts dancing, utterly unconcerned that everyone is looking at him. His infectious happiness and goofy dancing are compelling. A second dancer joins in. Others follow, and finally, everyone gets in the act. But this is only the beginning, and for three long minutes, dozens, then hundreds of festival-goers rush toward the growing crowd. A nonstop flow of people streams past the camera as an undulating crowd fills up what started out as a large, grassy hill.1

Rob Hopkins loves this video. It demonstrates the powerful ripple effect generated by the simple act of taking a step, of one individual setting something in motion. He says: “The bravest one is not the dancer at the start. It was the first few people who joined in. They legitimized him, which was an essential, inestimable step, setting an example for the others.” He may be downplaying the protagonist, but let’s face facts: despite his well-mannered demeanor, Rob Hopkins could very well be that improbable dancer who decides to stand up and sweep others along in his wake–specifically concerning local initiatives to combat climate change and to build a new, more supportive society; and to support efforts by communities to retake control of key local issues, such as food, energy, finance, housing, and so on.

One day in 2005, he too decided to leave his comfort zone, to try to engage the people around him in exploring a different model of change, one that proposed that they get together to organize nothing less than a new, locally based economy: a new model that could effectively withstand both environmental and economic crises, while planning for a post-oil, post-growth world. An economy that would harness the resources at hand: people would no longer expect food to arrive from the other side of the planet at great fuel costs, but instead create short food supply chains and cultivate all the available land (gardens, rooftops, municipal parks); they would no longer complain about pollution, but unite their neighbors around a project of local renewable energy cooperatives; no longer rail against the banks and the stock markets, but adopt a local currency that promotes solidarity and enriches the community; and no longer let the usual promoters construct energy-guzzling, exorbitantly priced houses, but form a collective of “citizen promoters” to build affordable housing using local materials. And it had to be fun.

To implement this transformation of society, Rob Hopkins doesn’t depend on support from any corporation or politician. “Let’s not wait for the cavalry to arrive,” he says, “because they’re not coming. What if we, ourselves, are the cavalry?” Local people are the key to Transition: this movement, midway between everyday environmental actions and large-scale political decisions, mobilizes people who want to act on a street, neighborhood, or city level. The success of this initiative, developed in Totnes, United Kingdom, was so great that it spread to forty-seven countries in just a few years. This raises the question of the idea that led Rob Hopkins to dream up Transition Initiatives. Where did it come from?




“I want to be able to tell them that I did everything I could”

In 2005, Rob Hopkins was an ordinary, low-profile guy in his thirties, unknown to the public at large. His view was that oil and globalization were the root of many of the crises endangering humanity. All over the world, the history of the last few decades has been tangled up in this issue. Oil, which has been used since the Industrial Revolution to increase production, facilitate the movement of goods, and feed a growing population, quickly plunged society into a runaway consumerism. The damage inflicted by this transformation has been so great that we are now in a new epoch, dubbed Anthropocene, characterized by humanity’s impact on the biosphere. It has affected the geology of the earth itself, the lithosphere. Like the earth, our air has also been badly polluted: the ongoing and massive emission of greenhouse gases is accelerating global warming, an assessment that has garnered near unanimous support. Despite widespread awareness, everyone also knows that, despite the regular publication of alarming and ever-more specific reports, the solutions implemented by politicians over the last thirty years have fallen far short of meeting the scope of the challenge.

To this environmental overview, Rob Hopkins added the economic havoc caused by cheap oil: this raw material has allowed multinationals to flood local communities with low-cost products from distant countries via supermarket chain stores, substituting the traditional short food supply chains for long ones; local prosperity for unemployment; resilience for fragility. He compares large-scale retailers to extractive industries, like mining companies, which scoop up local wealth. To illustrate this phenomenon, Fiona Ward of Transition Town Totnes wrote the Totnes Local Economic Blueprint, one of the seminal documents of Transition. According to this study, prior to the launch of the Transition movement, of the 30 million pounds spent on food every year in the town of Totnes, 22 million ended up in the cash registers of the supermarkets. Yet if people shifted just 10% of the money they spent in large chain stores to local businesses, they would inject 2 million pounds every year into the local economy. This money–a considerable sum for a town of 8,500 people–could not only return prosperity to the community, it could also empower the population considerably: “When all the food you eat comes from a chain store, you imperceptibly incorporate the fact that you have no influence on the economy,” says Rob Hopkins. With short supply chains, on the other hand, residents once again have a voice in the process, regardless of the economic sector. This blueprint also pinpointed the immense fragility of communities that depend on distant supply structures over which they have no control: a single transport strike, an economic crisis, or even a disruption to the supply of energy resources are all it takes to create shortages within just a few days.

These findings–describing an all-mighty system based on long supply chains, along with injunctions from climate scientists not to exceed an increase in global warming of more than 2° Celsius2–triggered a sense of urgency in Rob Hopkins’s life: “I have four children, and later I want to be able to tell them that during this critical period, when we still had a window in which to act, I did absolutely everything in my power and devoted every hour of my day to finding a solution.” This awareness gave him, a man with no notoriety and no resources, the possibility of achieving an extraordinary feat: to quietly transform his town through grassroots action; to make it more autonomous and more resilient to the crises looming in the future; and to construct a global network of “ordinary people” working to create an alternative, a fabric of communities that could offer solutions to the crises in the event the system does indeed collapse. To spread the ideas of Transition around the world, Rob Hopkins decided to teach by example, putting his trust in the power of a good idea and a true story, that of Totnes.




People reinventing their lives

Before setting out to meet the people in his community, and then creating the Transition Town movement, Rob Hopkins had been the first person to teach permaculture–at Kinsale College in Ireland–as part of a full-fledged program. This method, which deals nominally with agriculture, has a much larger scope: it aims to not only harness local resources, but more broadly speaking, to create farms and communities as autonomous ecosystems that are both energy and labor efficient and productive. The goal is to create resilience: the ability to persist (the word “permaculture” comes from “permanent culture”), despite external events and changes. Each plant, each configuration, and each piece of equipment, is designed and positioned to interact in the best possible way with the others, just as everything is interconnected in nature. Waste from one becomes a resource for another, so that the whole is far greater than its parts.3

The globalization that governs trade is the exact opposite of permaculture: our local economies now depend on resources that come from far away, reaching communities via major retailers whose profits are channeled to shareholders uninterested in local issues rather than used to finance local projects. In recent decades, the social fabric and local economies, as well as relationships between producers and consumers, and among individuals, have crumbled. As a result, Rob Hopkins decided to use permaculture methods, applying them not only to farms, but to villages, small towns, and districts, so that each area can reclaim its wealth, its creativity, and its productivity. This idea was first promoted by the founders of permaculture, David Holmgren and Bill Mollison,4 but had never been put into practice on such a large scale as that of the Transition movement.

After he worked long and hard explaining this new vision, the Transition project generated a great deal of enthusiasm among many residents of Totnes. The action groups created to look at such issues as food, energy, and the economy, led to a myriad of initiatives. Shared gardens flourished throughout this pretty little town, which even allotted areas in the public parks to vegetable gardens and fruit production. One-third of the households participating in the movement’s “Transition Street” initiative have installed solar panels on their roofs; 195 companies accept and use the local currency, the Totnes Pound (including 160 that use the paper version and 35 the electronic version); local grains are once again processed and milled in a crowdfunded processing unit; and a regular forum brings together people proposing environmental and resilient local projects with possible investors from the community. In short, an economic and social biodiversity has been revived in the years since the start of Transition Town Totnes.




Around the world by word-of-mouth

A global network was created from this first Transition experience, with only rudimentary communication tools and the smallest possible staff (just eleven employees). This massive and spontaneous expansion is rooted in the success of the Totnes initiative. The territories (towns, villages, neighborhoods) inspired by this idea now form a network consisting of 1,500 Transition groups (including 400 in the UK), involving tens of thousands of “Transitioners.” Many of them have pursued this approach even further than Totnes: in Bristol, for example, 800 companies accept the complementary currency launched in the city–including the former mayor, who received his salary in Bristol Pounds; in Liège (in the Wallonia region of Belgium), a co-op of 1,200 residents planted 30 acres of grapes and is about to produce more than 100,000 bottles of wine. And in Bath (Somerset, UK), a group of people created a large, socially responsible energy production company: after several share issues (including one for 2 million pounds), the residents became owners of their energy production. Bath and West Community Energy produces electricity locally from solar panels installed on the rooftops of public buildings and schools. Smaller initiatives by Transition groups are also powerful stimuli, whether they involve an orchard of 190 trees in Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines (France), solar panels (10kW) on a church in Melbourne (Australia), or the shared gardens and bakery in Brasilândia, a favela in São Paulo (Brazil).5

These hundreds of projects happened by word-of-mouth, via the Internet. Yet the movement does not have any well-planned marketing strategy; some people may be perplexed that the Transition movement’s communication materials and designs are relatively minimal. The power of Transition’s expansion comes from this alternative story: a story that beckons to the best of who we are, that touches a bubble of hope buried under years of resignation and the disappointments of “economic realism.” Merely talking about the Totnes experience generates enthusiasm; people immediately feel like joining in and talking about it to others. In the last few years, this adventure seems to have been relayed along a frequency that has nothing to do with major TV channels, but one that connects people directly to the movement. It’s not so much a matter of calculation as it is Rob Hopkins’s belief in the power of a positive story to motivate people to act. “Our civilization is very good at imagining its own destruction, notably through countless stories and films about the end of the world. But where are the stories that talk about our incredible creativity and our mobilization to solve problems? Can we manage to represent a low-carbon world? That’s what Transition is about!”

This new story, about combating global warming, is an opportunity to leave behind the idea of “always more” and head instead for “always better.” It’s an unusual approach to an issue that is too often overshadowed by a prevailing sense of gloom. Transition does not promise miracles, nor a spectacular turnaround. It starts with our everyday lives and our limitations, but above all, the unimagined capacities we all have within us. It speaks directly to all of us in simple and utterly realistic terms. It brings together neighbors who once passed each other by without speaking, people who now sit together around a table or on the steps of their building, to organize a carpooling plan with other residents on their street or to replace the ubiquitous flowerbeds with a shared vegetable plot. One thing leads to another, and gradually these initiatives spread to other neighborhoods and get the attention of town councils.




What impact on our current model?

This story is only powerful because it can be “seen, felt, and touched,” as Rob Hopkins says. The leaders of the movement are not wide-eyed storytellers: their priorities–local initiatives–are grounded in reality. But can this approach truly defuse the never-ending cycle of crises we are experiencing? Can Transition groups profoundly change the system? How do they prevent multinationals from continuing to seize natural resources? Is this not just a parallel, inconsequential path alongside the trajectory of the giant agribusiness, energy, and finance sectors? Furthermore, does Transition factor in the concerns of people living in need?

Rob Hopkins tries to answer these questions in the following interview. He discusses how poor neighborhoods in London and São Paulo have successfully adopted the Transition movement–so much so that the poorest people are willing to invest their time and money to garden or install solar panels on their roofs. He also talks about national law. In terms of the alleged power of multinationals, what would happen if we no longer supported them? If instead, most of our purchases benefited prosperous, job-creating local businesses? This overview shows the real benefits of Transition, by demonstrating the real and tangible power of ordinary people.




The path to Transition

This book covers the background of the Transition movement, in the words of the man who launched it. The first section explores the unique context in which this idea first germinated. Rob Hopkins discusses the long path that led to Totnes, via three years in a Buddhist monastery in Tuscany, a journey through Asia, and a job teaching permaculture in an Irish college. He then describes the work accomplished with his friends in Totnes–including the nitty-gritty aspects–the enthusiasm of residents for Transition, and the successive initiatives undertaken to transform the town. The second section examines the mystery of the spontaneous spread of the movement. We look at the factors that contributed to this planetary success, achieved with minimal resources: a lean structure without power struggles, the ability to make delocalization a global message and to mobilize beyond an activist core group, as well as the capacity to motivate younger people. All this helped with the extraordinary spread of the movement. But what are the implications of all this? How will Transition impact the systems in which it evolves? The final section deals with these issues and demonstrates, using real-life examples, how this movement bolsters democracy, frees up people, influences laws, and alters our ideas of innovation. At an even deeper level, Transition encourages all of us, as individuals, to reconnect to the earth and to ourselves, even if only by relearning basic skills.

Although he holds a doctorate6 and has been inspired by authors ranging from Fritjof Capra to Charles Dickens, Rob Hopkins comes across as a singularly humble guy, evident in his self-deprecating sense of humor and his myriad references. His answers range from stories about the new bank note featuring an image of David Bowie (an actual fact, on the Brixton pound) to Queen Elizabeth throwing stones at the windows of the founders of local currencies (which do not feature her crowned head), an importer of Chinese-made plastic toilet seats who should re-examine his life, and an intriguing theory called the “doughnut effect” which, to explain the mobilization of the Transition movement, refers to “keeping jam inside the doughnut.” This vision, so different from the ever-so-professional seriousness and solemnity of other NGOs, may throw some people off. But it is deliberate, and indeed, is even one of the cornerstones of this movement, which aims to replace too much grandstanding, too much information, with practical initiatives. Transition wants to remain fun, spontaneous, and dynamic, much to the delight of participants who enjoy spending time together. This straightforward approach reconnects us to our everyday issues, and invites everyone to tackle social and environmental problems: Transition is a real world, where people are happy to finally face reality, where everyone finally gets up and joins the dance.
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1. This video was shown at a TED conference in 2010: Derek Sivers, “How to Start a Movement,” TED, February 2010, 3:10: http://www.ted.com/talks/derek_sivers_how_to_start_a_movement.


2. This figure comes from successive assessments published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC); the fifth report, “Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability,” is available at http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg2/.


3. These principles are explained in the following books: Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, Permaculture One: A Perennial Agricultural System for Human Settlements (Sister’s Creek Tagari, 1990) and Permaculture 2 (Sister’s Creek: Tagari, 2011); and Perrine and Charles Hervé-Gruyer, Miraculous Abundance (White River Junction: Chelsea Green, 2016).


4. Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, Permaculture One: A Perennial Agricultural System for Human Settlements (Sister’s Creek: Tagari, 1990).


5. These examples are also in Rob Hopkins’s book, The Power of Just Doing Stuff: How Local Action Can Change the World (Cambridge: UIT Cambridge, Ltd., 2013).


6. “Localisation and Resilience at the Local Level: The Case of Transition Town Totnes (Devon, UK),” University of Plymouth, 2010: http://transitionculture.org/shop/localisation-and-resilience-at-the-local-level-the-case-of-transition-town-totnes/.
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