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Transition Towns Movement

The Transition Towns movement is an international
network of home-grown, citizen-led initiatives working
to increase local self-reliance and resilience as a response
to the looming threats of peak oil, climate change, and an
increasingly dysfunctional global economy. Although the
Transition movement shares a concern about these major
threats to sustainability with a growing sector of the
public around the world, it has distinct ideas about what
response is feasible, desirable, and most needed.

Some concerned observers, for example, see the depth
of the modern world’s dependence on petroleum (and other
fossil fuels) and forecast a massive and inevitable global
economic depression, and even the collapse of global
civilization, in the relatively near term. Some in this group
see the likelihood of a significant die-off of the human
population and a chilling sci-fi-movie future of small,
competitive bands fighting each other for scarce resources
in an increasingly inhospitable climate. This embrace of
fatalistic hopelessness is not the Transition vision.

Other people see many of the same threats, but think it
is possible to sustain business as usual, at least for the
globally privileged and at least for a century or two. These
people tend to support high-tech geo-engineering to deal
with climate change and respond to projections of energy
shortages by supporting global resource wars, geopolitical
manipulation, intensifying global inequality, and undertak-
ing ever more risky approaches to energy production, such
as deep-sea oil drilling, tar sands pipelines, natural gas
hydrofracturing (fracking), and the rapid expansion of
nuclear power. The Transition movement views such ideas
as moral callousness and reckless brinksmanship.

A third group of concerned people envision a more
peaceful, equitable, and environmentally friendly future
where, as a society, we are able to develop ample, safe,
and renewable energy substitutes for fossil fuels, become
more energy efficient, and promote green jobs and
poverty reduction without disrupting global economic
growth or dramatically changing the basic contours of
our modern way of life. Ecological modernization, from
this perspective, can lead to the creation of a Green New
Deal that reforms key elements of our high-energy,
corporate-dominated, global market economy to promote
greater shared prosperity, sustainability, and community
well-being. This comes closer to the Transition vision,
but there are still some important differences to consider.

The Transition Vision

Participants in the Transition movement believe that more
fundamental social changes are necessary in politics,
economics, and culture so that people can successfully
embody the ethical principles of fair share, people care, and
earth care in their communities. The movement sees a need
to face up to the strong likelihood of a much smaller global
energy supply in the future. Key Transition tenets include

• Powering down;

• Relocalizing the economy;

• Shifting from massive levels of free trade to modest
levels of fair trade;

• Adopting permaculture design principles and practices
at all levels of the community;
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• Reskilling for greater local self-reliance and home
production;

• Enhancing grassroots democracy;

• Encouraging neighborliness and sharing;

• Unleashing community creativity and innovation;

• Strengthening small businesses, nonprofits, coopera-
tives, and community-owned enterprises;

• Revitalizing the heart and soul of community life while
embracing simple living and letting go of the culture of
conspicuous consumption.

The Transition movement embodies significant
strategic differences as compared to other sustainability
movements. While acknowledging the value of cam-
paigning for corporate accountability, national public
policy changes, and new international treaties, the
fundamental focus of the Transition movement is
sparking thousands, and ultimately millions, of commu-
nity-led initiatives around the world to develop positive,
solutions-oriented, constructive programs for promoting

energy descent, economic relocalization, and rebuilding
local community resilience. As numerous Transition
Town websites put it: if we wait for our governments, it
will be too little, too late; if we act only as individuals, it
will be too little; but if we act as communities, it might
just be enough, just in time.

Rob Hopkins, one of the movement’s most promi-
nent cofounders and theorists, traces its evolution in his
books The Transition Handbook (2008) and The
Transition Companion (2011), and maintains an exten-
sive blog called Transition Culture. In the first book,
Hopkins explains that he first started experimenting with
key elements of local Transition organizing in 2004 after
hosting a speaker and showing a movie about peak oil to
his permaculture students at the Kinsale Further Educa-
tion College in Ireland. He challenged the students to
spend the rest of the term developing a compelling
twenty-year “energy descent action plan” for their town.
In 2005 the town council in Kinsale adopted the students’
finished document as the town’s planning guide.

Reskilling to build more local food production. (Courtesy of Isabela Maria Gomez de Menezes.)
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In 2006 Hopkins moved to Totnes, a town of about
8,000 in southwest England, where he began doctoral
studies. There he joined with some friends and neighbors
to organize the world’s first full-fledged Transition Town
initiative. The organizers of Transition Town Totnes had
two main goals: (1) to foster many new citizen-led local
projects, workgroups, and businesses to promote com-
munity resilience, economic relocalization, and a planned
energy descent in their town; and (2) to serve as an
inspirational model of how to face the threats of climate
change, peak oil, and economic instability with courage,
creativity, and a positive vision for communities.

Like the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–1956,
which sparked the growth of the civil rights movement in
the United States, the example of Transition Town Totnes
sparked similar local community organizing initiatives
elsewhere. Citizens in other communities sought informa-
tion from the Totnes community, which in 2008 set up the
Transition Network as a way to support other community
efforts. By 2012 local Transition initiatives were active in
close to 1,000 communities in many countries around the

world, including rural villages, small towns, inner-city
neighborhoods, suburbs, and even islands in both the global
North and the global South. Many Transition organizers
stay connected to each other through regional, national, and
international network “hubs” like the Transition Network
and Transition US. These networking groups, with
modestly paid staff, maintain websites and blogs and offer
web seminars, downloadable manuals, electronic mailing
lists, conference calls, organizer training, face-to-face
conferences, and intervisitation. One of their most important
functions is sharing the growing number of helpful ideas,
organizing tools, and inspirational case studies in positive
community change and social entrepreneurship. Transition
information is also available through the documentaries In
Transition 1.0 and In Transition 2.0.

Stages of Local Organizing

Although there is no single cookie-cutter approach to
Transition organizing, three basic stages seem to have
emerged. In the first stage, early adopters typically form

TRANSITION PROJECTS AROUND THE WORLD

A core element of local Transition organizing is practical
projects that, in keeping with the Transition vision, help
move a community toward local resilience. The following
are examples of such projects around the world:

England: In Slaithwaite, Transition organizers helped
revive a failed downtown grocery store by reopening it as
a thriving consumer cooperative focused on selling local
organic food. In Lewes, organizers leased roof space on a
local brewery and established a community-owned array
of solar panels as the first project of their new Ouse Valley
Energy Services Company. In Totnes, organizers took part
in a national tree-planting, carbon-sequestering scheme
but focused on planting fruit and nut trees in order to boost
local food production. In addition, Transition Totnes has
promoted garden share projects, which match up would-
be gardeners and neighbors with available land, as well as
a Transition Streets educational program in which
neighbors join study-action circles to learn how to live
well on less energy in their homes and yards. In Brixton,
the Transition Network and the New Economics Founda-
tion piloted the first electronic local currency system.

United States: Transition Keene in southwest New
Hampshire promoted a local “Move Your Money” cam-
paign that persuaded hundreds of people to take their
money out of large corporate banks and put it in local credit
unions. This group is also setting up a voluntary service
exchange (a time bank) in Keene that will encourage
people to share services with each other without the

exchange of cash. The hope is to strengthen neighborliness
and enrich the town through organized, low-cost, mutual
aid. In nearby Putney, Vermont, Transition organizers
formed an ongoing educational group to run awareness-
raising events, reskilling workshops, and permaculture
design courses for their local community. Transition Putney
also established a thriving community garden and farmers’
market across the street from the Putney Food Co-op. In
Petaluma, California, transition organizers mobilized doz-
ens of volunteers to turn a water-wasting public library
lawn into a beautiful demonstration food garden that
provides fresh produce to the local food pantry.

Other countries: Transition organizers in Kapiti, New
Zealand, offer winter skill-building workshops, including
training in worm farming, home brewing, and composting.
In Ireland, Transition Town Kinsale set up a community-
supported agriculture project. In a low-income neighbor-
hood of São Paulo, Brazil, Transition organizers started a
youth film group to document local organizing projects as
well as a public space regeneration group, a social
enterprise and local business group, a food security group,
and a water and reforestation group. Near Bologna, Italy,
Transition Town Monteveglio has worked closely with its
city government to create a municipal “energy descent
action plan.” After the devastating tsunami and the
resulting nuclear disaster in Japan in 2011, members of
Transition Fujino offered solar-powered relief concerts in
the affected areas as the first stage in setting up a
community-owned safe energy company in their valley.
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an initiating group and host a number of public
awareness-raising events and community dialogues about
(1) the serious threats to local communities posed by the
combination of climate change, energy and resource
depletion, and an unjust and crisis-prone global econo-
my, and (2) the potential of revitalizing the local
community for living well in a future with a lot less
energy and little or no fossil fuels.

The second stage usually involves local Transition
organizers supporting existing groups, or encouraging
the formation of new community projects, creating
local currencies, organizing buy-local campaigns,
expanding bike paths, and increasing local food
security by setting up farmers’ markets, food co-ops,
organic community-supported agriculture (CSA)
groups, and community gardens. Some local Transi-
tion initiatives have also promoted local credit unions
as an alternative to for-profit banks owned by distant
corporations and have supported or started other
locally owned, often cooperatively run, businesses
engaged in substituting locally produced goods,
services, and renewable energy for externally generat-
ed imports.

The third stage of the organizing model encourages
the increasingly inspired and well-organized local
community to begin working together to create a detailed
and comprehensive “energy descent action plan.” The
main task here is to help the local community develop an
inclusive process for creating a twenty- to twenty-five-
year plan whereby all sectors of the community can
further relocalize the economy, mitigate the worst

impacts of global climate disruption, lower their energy
needs, and cease the use of fossil fuels, as well as
dangerous alternatives like nuclear energy, while en-
hancing the quality of life for all its residents. The topics
that are usually covered in such plans include: food and
farming, medicine and health, education, local economic
production and distribution, community-development
financing, fair trade, transportation, energy, waste and
recycling, housing and green buildings, municipal
infrastructure, and the heart and soul of community life.

Hopkins hopes that the Transition movement will
become one of the twenty-first century’s most dynamic
movements. Already very successful as a movement
start-up, it will still have to improve its current practice,
spread to more communities, and innovate advanced
stages of Transition organizing if it is to become a global
game changer. This need for ongoing social learning and
innovation is widely acknowledged within the move-
ment. For example, a key piece of movement wisdom
called “The Cheerful Disclaimer” is posted on almost all
Transition websites. The version on the Transition US
website puts it this way:

Just in case you were under the impression that
Transition is a process defined by people who
have all the answers, you need to be aware of a
key fact. We truly don’t know if this will work.
Transition is a social experiment on a massive
scale … [undertaken by] people who are
learning by doing—and learning all the time.
People who understand that we can’t sit back
and wait for someone else to do the work.
People like you.

See also Climate Change; Community Planning and
Development; Economic Democracy; Ecovillages; Local
Community Indicators; Local Economy.
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Alternative currencies to strengthen local economic
development. (Courtesty of Mark Simmons.)
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Transnational Corporations

Corporations are for-profit firms that have legal privi-
leges granted to them by governments. Such privileges
typically include providing limited liability—such as for
debts or criminal acts undertaken by the firm—to the
people who jointly own these corporations. Transnational
corporations (TNCs) engage in business activities in
multiple countries. Some definitions distinguish TNCs,
which offer different products depending on the local
market, from multinationals, which offer the same
products across domestic and foreign markets. Other
definitions emphasize that multinational corporations
are considered to be more accountable to one nation.
TNCs, in contrast, do not demonstrate loyalty to any
single national entity. Their organizational forms vary,
from a parent corporation with subsidiaries in other
countries, to much less formal, international contractual
networks.

Contemporary Trends

Transnational corporations contribute to many trends that
have impacts on sustainability, including globalization of
sourcing and markets, industry consolidation, and the
increasing political and cultural influence of business.
Globalization of sourcing and markets is not new but has
increased dramatically in size and scope since the late
twentieth century. Approximately one-half of world trade
is among units within the same corporation, and the stock
of foreign capital in most countries has increased
significantly since the 1990s.

One key factor is that corporations are much more
mobile than the people whom they employ. As a result,
they are able to move to areas where labor is cheapest in
order to cut costs and increase profits. Many govern-
ments compete against each other in a “race to the
bottom” to provide conditions that are attractive to
employers, such as low wages, reduced taxes, and
permissive environmental regulations. Another key factor
is that technological advances and improving infrastruc-
tures have made natural resources more accessible to

TNCs, even when they are very distant from their
headquarters. In addition to the local negative impacts of
exploiting raw materials and human communities, the
increased use of fossil fuels in transport has led to
increasing global impacts (e.g., climate change) from
more distant sourcing and marketing.

The trend of industry consolidation is driven by
TNC efforts to increase profits by expanding their shares
of a given market, both nationally and internationally. By
acquiring or merging with competitors globally, they are
able to achieve higher sales in existing markets or enter
new markets. Although the result is sometimes a
monopoly of one firm, the predominant trend is toward
oligopoly, or industries controlled by a small number of
firms. These high levels of economic concentration give
remaining firms the power to influence or even determine
prices, volume, and the quality of goods and services for
their industry. In addition, they are better able to maintain
barriers to prevent new competitors from entering the
market. Such actions may lead to an increased rate of
profit, at the expense of suppliers and/or consumers.
Many industries, as in the case of the soft-drink giants
Coca-Cola and Pepsi, are converging toward the model
of domination by just two or three firms globally. In the
beer industry, the top four global firms (all headquartered
in Western Europe) increased their market share from 22
percent in 1998 to almost 50 percent in 2010, according
to data from SABmiller, the second-largest firm. This
consolidation has included InBev’s acquisition of
Anheuser-Busch, which in 2008 controlled more than
half the beer sales in the United States. Another example
is the seed industry, for which approximately half of
2009 global sales were controlled by the top four firms
(Fuglie et al. 2012).

The political influence of TNCs is increasing,
despite the fact that they are less accountable than other
firms to national governments. As they grow in size and
scope, TNCs have more power to influence policy
through such activities as lobbying, political campaign
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