
T
he Transition Town model is a series of steps or ingredi-

ents for engaging a whole community in the process of

reducing reliance on fossil fuels. The model assumes

that life with less oil is inevitable, and that making the changes

required is up to us – to you and me. It also assumes that

everyone needs to be part of the solution. Residents of Totnes,

England first developed the model in about 2005. Today, close

to 500 communities around the world have adopted it and are

recognized as “Transition Towns.” An international Transition

Network has formed to connect these initiatives and support

training related to the model.

You might say that the purpose of Transition Towns is to build a

community’s awareness, knowledge, engagement, relationships, and tools

such that it can complete a multi-sector, comprehensive Energy Descent

Action Plan (EDAP) and have the capacity to implement it. The EDAP

presents a long-term vision of life with less oil in major sectors of commu-

nity life, and then identifies the incremental steps required to get there.

Since I started delivering Training for Transition workshops in 2009,

participants have had questions about the EDAP. They want to know:

What does the plan include? What components will support the efforts of

citizens, organizations, and institutions to reduce carbon emissions and

reliance on oil?
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When is the right time to start? How do we know when we are ready?

How do we start? What do we do so every sector in our community helps

imagine a way of life with less fossil fuels and the steps to making that

vision a reality?

This spring, Totnes published their EDAP:

, an energy descent action plan. Running at over 200

pages, it sheds some light on these questions. If your Transition Town is

wondering how to organize and carry out an EDAP process of its own,

is a great place to start.

The members of Transition Totnes started to plan their EDAP process in

early 2008, about two years after formally launching (or “unleashing”) their

initiative. The EDAP process was announced publicly that September. In

April 2009 a university conducted an extensive survey of 220 households to

support the planning process and to provide some baseline data. They had a

full time co-ordinator organizing a wide variety of events that engaged about

500 people in the EDAP process.

In short, the EDAP process in Totnes took about two years, and

commenced about two years after Transition Totnes was officially

announced. Sandpoint, Idaho, one of the first Transition Towns in the U.S.,

is showing about the same rate of progress. The people of Sandpoint are just

now starting to plan the EDAP process, about two years after their
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When Did They Start and Finish?

The “Unleashing” of

transition in Totnes in

2006. Photocredit:

Transition Town Totnes.

The “Unleashing” of

transition in Totnes in

2006. Photocredit:

Transition Town Totnes.
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unleashing. does not actually define “readiness”

anywhere that I could find. But reading between the lines, I detect the

following:

If you have solid Working Groups, in major sectors, with a bit of success

behind them ...

If your core group functions well and likewise has some stability and

success ...

If you have some likelihood of getting paid staff to manage the process ...

and if you have some positive partnerships and relationships with other

key organizations and government ...

... you are likely ready to start planning your EDAP process.

The Totnes EDAP says it is a guide to reducing reliance on fossil fuels and

reducing the community’s carbon footprint. It is written for all residents:

families, businesses, policy makers, service providers, and anyone else who

wants to become part of the solution. Transition Totnes frames its EDAP as

an invitation to participate – to take action and build a positive vision for the

future, rather than sitting back and “taking whatever comes.”

outlines seven steps to the EDAP process, once the

planning team and resources have been assembled. (Read more details

about the methodology on-line at the EDAP website, Appendix M.)

1. Define the scope, gather resources, and research.

What is the community’s geographical area? Totnes defined its area as

Totnes and District, which includes another 15 hamlets and a total

population of about 24,000.The total land area is 24,000 ha., just over

19,000 of which is agricultural land. Totnes itself is a market town of

about 8,000 people. Choosing a geographic area that aligns with existing

political boundaries makes it easier to use existing statistics.

What is the timeframe? Transition Totnes chose 2030 as the target – or

roughly 20 years from now.

What national, regional, and local data related to Peak Oil, climate

change, key sectors, and other themes are relevant? Document the

activities and projects of the Working Groups. In Totnes this included a

survey that people could complete on-line. (The full survey is also

available on the EDAP website as Appendix Q.)

2. Activities and Tools

Design a process of citizen engagement that builds on the Transition

group’s awareness-raising activities to date.

Develop tools. Transition Totnes used a 10-meter Transition Timeline at

every event. People added their ideas using post-it-notes. A postcard and

a flyer depicted artist’s conceptions of local scenes in 2030. Large, light

poster boards described the EDAP process itself and were portable to any

kind of event.

3. Ongoing community engagement that builds on awareness activities to

date and starts to build awareness and gather input for the EDAP. (e.g.,

open houses, school timeline sessions, cafes, etc.)

4. Public Launch with speeches, art, theatre, and an introduction to the

timeline.
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How Did They Do It?
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“Back-casting” is the process of moving in time backwards, from

a vision of the future to the present day. Participants consider

the steps or visible results that would lead up to the vision.

For example, if we have a vision for transportation in our

community in 2030, we might start by describing that future,

then back-cast to imagine the milestones we would pass on the

way there. When would the downtown be reserved to foot traffic

only? How might lobby groups help make that happen? How

would bike sales and bike storage change over this time? What

might employers do to encourage car sharing or public transit?

For more information see the video on back-casting at

www.localeyes.org.

5. Public Workshops. Two workshop series were designed using the

Totnes Working Group topics or sectors.

The first series asked citizens to consider their assumptions about

the drivers of change and the changes they imagined that they could

influence in the future. Then they considered future scenarios. What

would “Business as Usual” look like, versus “Willing and Able to

Change”? Cross-cutting principles emerged from these discussions

that outlined the approach to the future for each sector or theme.

The workshop ended with a guided visioning and key words posted

from that experience. Grounding the discussion and input around a

common understanding of assumptions seems important to me.

The second series started with the principles (or “strategic themes”)

and visions from the first workshop and asked participants to

consider the actions and plans that would get them there (”back-

casting” over time from 2030 to today).
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From this process it is clear that, to build a vision for the future,

citizens need to understand where they have been, and look at what they

can change and what they can’t. Their visions then are not fantasies.

Instead, they are grounded in knowledge about the past and present

situation, as well as on an understanding of the citizens’ actual sphere

of influence. The workshop designs would be valuable resources for any

community beginning their own EDAP process.

6. Back-casting on Strategic Themes

Open Houses were hosted to display input thus far around 15

themes and get more input. Schools participated. A 2030 Cabaret

Night was held where participants had fun generating music, poems,

and art that described strategic themes of this future community.

Discussion groups were held on all the themes where additional

back-casting was conducted.

7. Drafting and consultation

Totnes’ Draft Plan described key themes for each sector and some very

general “Pathways” (actions) over time. The Transition Working Groups

were the first round of feedback and then it went more publicly.
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http://totnesedap.org.uk/book/appendices/appendix-m
http://totnesedap.org.uk/book/appendices/appendix-q
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8. Implementing

Drafting the EDAP was apparently done by staff. The Working Groups (and

other stakeholders, it sounds like) then reviewed the draft. Some Working

Groups also took on significant roles in research and writing for sections

related to their work. Implementing the plan is not really addressed.

is best described as a story or series of stories. The

stories (say about food, or about transportation) are non-fiction, historical

and present day tales. They walk us smack into a fantasy (or vision) about

the future. So the reader is not at all surprised to find him or herself in the

Pathway for 2020 or any other future year. Here’s how they do it.

The context, or our current situation and how Peak Oil

and Climate Change are affecting it, is described in chapters 1, “Where We

Start From.” and 2, “Creating a New Story.” These chapters also cover major

developments in response to those issues: UK government policies, global
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“Creative Energy Systems” concerns Totnes Renewable Energy Budget,

transportation, building, and housing.

“Resourcing Localization” concerns economics and livelihoods,

consumption, and waste.

“Nurturing Transition” is all about the arts, culture, media and

innovation, inner transition, education, awareness and skills.

“Empowering People” concerns local governance, community matters,

and youth issues.

Each section takes the reader from the to a description of the

. Then, in order to move from the current situation into

, the EDAP takes the reader through the following

discussion:

In light of the current

situation and emerging trends, this discussion projects the future that

the community has in store, barring significant change. For example: “A

business as usual scenario would mean that by 2030 Totnes has fewer

farmers, grows less food and has fewer skilled people working in

agriculture.”

important for taking action in this topic.

For example: “[Farmers] will need to be well on the way to the 80% cut

in carbon emissions by 2050.”

challenges

current situation

pathways for the future

Business as Usual or Willing to Change?

Principles and/or objectives

events and policies, localization, and resilience. To help tell the story of

Totnes and area to date, there are photos that show changes over time as

well as quotes from elders about the past. Transition Totnes is introduced as

part of this story. Finally, they introduce the EDAP process as a way of

drawing the reader into the future.

Chapter 3 is the meat of the EDAP. It includes more detailed analysis as

well as conclusions and a timeline for each of the following topics:

“Joined Up Thinking” introduces the 2030 overall vision and timeline

activities or outcomes for each year that are illustrative of more complex

systems changes.

“Working with Nature” concerns food security, farming and food

production, health and well-being, water and biodiversity.

�

�

Totnes Cattle Market, c 1960Totnes Cattle Market, c 1960

2009

2030

Totnes – Past, Present, and Future

To create create “visual benchmarks,” the EDAP revisits

some familiar landscapes and applies modern photo-

editing to depict how they might look once Totnes is

living with more local food, renewable energy, and

fewer cars. Photocredit: Transition Town Totnes.
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2030 Vision

Resilience Indicators

Pathways Across the Timeline 2009-2030

is a narrative for this topic. For example, “By 2030 Totnes

has become a pioneer for local food production, having re-organized its

food system on the principles of a foodshed.”

are measurable signals of deeper change or

progress. For example, “% of the population with basic food production

skills.”

describe actions or

outcomes organized by individuals, community, policy-makers, and

service providers for every year up to 2012 or so, and after that in 4-year

increments. For example, under Community by 2012, “The new food

garden at [the school] is now providing 5% of food used in the school

canteen and other schools start to follow suit.”



It’s Magnificent – but is it a Plan?

Transition in Action

Transition in Action

is a huge contribution to our collective understanding

of what an EDAP is, and how to go about building one. Kudos once again to

Totnes for its pioneering efforts and generosity in sharing them with the rest

of us. The EDAP tells a very compelling story about food, energy, transporta-

tion, and the economy in Totnes and District in the past, today, and twenty

years from now. There is no doubt this document will contribute to ongoing

reflection, learning, innovation, and best practice around energy descent

planning. The public workshop process, the principles and methods for

plotting activities on the timeline, and the use of “Joined Up Thinking”

when describing the complexity of inter-connections across sectors – all

these are all very useful.

The Pathways to 2030 are perhaps the heart of the document. In

these are worded as tangible results or outcomes.

They read like examples of change that people can work towards and

recognize when they “appear.” Here are a few pathways from the Creative

Energy Systems section of the EDAP:

“The new parking meters installed on high street are powered by

photovoltaic cells on the top.”

“Domestic solar hot water installation is in about 10% of all households

in the District; solar PV is just behind at 8%. Capital costs are clearly an

issue but so is rising energy bills; grants or subsidized loans are

needed.”

“Jumpers and thick socks are back in fashion as home heating costs

rise.”

“(2021-25) ... Annual local energy assessments are showing that energy

consumption has been reduced to 50% of 2009 usage and that 80% of

that is generated by renewable sources.”

I have much better questions now about developing an EDAP than I did

before. In particular, there are two things I think Transition Towns need to

know more about.

First, I would like to know more about the construction of the pathways.

You can imagine what a task it was to take every idea and result from public

workshops and open houses and arrange them in one or more logical

Pathways toward the 2030 visions. There must have been moments where
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the authors struggled with “what comes first” and “what is doable.”

lists the principles that guided this process of

sequencing and clustering ideas, generally from the simple to the more

complex, from individual to collective, from awareness to engagement, and

finally to giving back to society (see below).

Transition in Action

2009

The Gardenshare project gets 30

gardeners started growing food

in 14 gardens across town.

Sharpham Estate management

considers crops whose oil can be

used first for local cooking and

then recycled into transport fuel.

Local primary school leads

campaign to source fruit and

vegetables locally.

2010

Gardenshare expands to include

land owned by businesses, public

bodies, churches.

Local fishermen set up a fish co-

operative.

Hospital commits to buying 30%

of its fresh food locally. 40% will

be organic.

2011

Members of the new Totnes Food Hub can

order their food on-line from local farmers

and pick it up every Saturday from a venue

in town.

A survey shows that gardening is now more

popular than golf and jogging combined.

The District Council launches a grant

program for businesses that add value to

locally-grown produce.

2012

A supermarket proposes building another source of low-cost

imported food. After a local awareness campaign and

weekly public demonstrations about the benefits of local

food, the application is refused.

Riverford Town Kitchen opens in the old Dairy Crest milk

processing plant. The roof is turned into a vegetable garden.

When it is not being used to supply the adjoining restaurant,

the kitchen is home to cooking classes and workshops.

10% of food used by the public sector is procured locally.
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Excerpts from the EDAP’s Food Production & Farming Pathway 2009-2030
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Process and principles for building pathways (from

:

Transition in

Action, p. 40)
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Awareness, education, gather information – take simple actions.

Education, make plans for change – take more informed actions.

Engagement – invest time in more involved actions, lifestyle

changes.

Foster links – share ideas, skills. Form groups and act together.

Empowerment – nurture citizenship, think and act strategically.

Strive for “joined up” thinking – be open to creative ideas.

Greater equity and life balance – work with others to share hope,

resources.

Give something back to society – share and nurture others who

need support.

I imagine teams of people taking on different topics or sections and

sorting and clustering ideas using these principles. I imagine a lot more

sticky notes and a great deal of discussion – maybe even debate. How did

they decide “what” would happen and then “who” would make it happen?

Were some of the public’s ideas left out? Transition Towns that are giving

serious thought to completing an EDAP need this level of information about

the process. I hope Transition Totnes shares it sometime soon.

Second, there is nothing in the document that speaks to current or

future organizational and institutional capacity in each sector. Many

pathways make reference to King Edward VI Community College (KEVICC)

and to Totnes Council, for example. It is not clear however if these groups

have committed to take action around the specified outcome. Are they

allocating resources for the work? Or is this commitment yet to be finalized?

Who will do that? There is no reference anywhere to the role of the

Transition Totnes Working Groups either. Are there areas for which there is

no leadership or organizational capacity? If so, it is not mentioned.
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2013-15

Supply disruptions force Morrisons,

to close for 3 weeks one summer. Local

food shops barely manage to meet a huge

increase in demand. The Prime Minister warns

that such crises are likely to recur.

Many local beef and dairy farmers, facing sharp

rises in grain and fertilizer prices, move to

wholly grass-fed livestock.

A national Working Tax Credit pays people to

stay home 2 days a week and grow food.

the national

grocer,

2016-2020

Morrisons closes, with the loss of 60 jobs.

The cost of imported organic fabrics forces

Greenfibres, the local textile mill, to

experiment with hemp, flax and jute at

Sharpham.

60% of food used by the public sector is

procured locally. The District Council

decides to install intensive, organic, edible

landscapes in place of ornamental gardens.

2021-2025

Lawnmowers are rarely heard, all the arable

land now being given over to growing food.

The New Land Army forms young people and

migrants into teams of farmworkers that local

authorities can deploy to increase productivity.

Pubs, hotels, and schools install urine-

separating toilets supplied by a local business.

It then collects and dilutes the nitrogen-rich

liquid and sells it to local farmers, hit hard by

the rising price of nitrogen fertilizers.

2026-2030

Personal gardens, community

gardens, and local allotments

produce over 40% of Totnes' food.

Farming has become one of the

most popular career choices.

Railways are linking food hubs to

take surplus foods from rural

growing areas into city centres

where supplies can run very tight.
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Informal and formal groups, organizations, and institutions are key to a

great deal of the work in our communities. I can’t imagine talking about

healthcare or energy, for example, without talking about organizational

mandates, resources, and collaboration as a key consideration. (In a lot of

towns that I know it would be political suicide to name all the actors.)

“Community/Organizational Capacity” should have been a heading under

each topic.

In fairness, it could be that this analysis exists but has not been

included in this public document. It could also be that every group or

organization or business that is named has made a commitment to taking

that action. If that is the case, it is another step that should have been

described. How they get agreement and buy-in from the many

organizations that are named in the plan?

For lack of this clarity about who will do what and how, the Pathways are

not really an action plan in any sense that I understand the term. They

create a vivid picture of the future from now to 2030. Readers will see

immediately that to achieve most of the results specified in each Pathway

on schedule will require significant resources over several years. Again, it

not

did

could be that these detailed plans exist for the current or following year and

simply have not been published.

In short, as impressive a document as is, it falls

short of being an Energy Descent Action Plan. Instead, it seems to be more

of a vision – a remarkably explicit, exciting, and community-based vision

that tells us exactly what is to come about, but not how or by whom.

Ultimately, the document acts like more of an Energy Descent ,

than a Plan. It entices other communities to have a go at the process for

themselves. Given the time and resources that an EDAP will require, will

this invitation be compelling enough?

Transition In Action

Invitation

A staff member of the Canadian Centre for Community Renewal (CCCR), MICHELLE COLUSSI

is a certified facilitator of the “Training for Transition” workshop, a member of Transition

Victoria, and is very active in building the Transition Town Training network in Canada. She

is also a member of the Canadian CED Network (CCEDNet). Reach her at 250-595-8874 or

mcolussi@telus.net.
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Transition In Action is a

remarkably explicit,

exciting, and community-

based vision that tells us

exactly what is to come

about, but not how or by

whom. It entices other

communities to have a go

at the process for themselves.

(photo) Children from a local primary school visit

the draft EDAP exhibition. Credit: Jacqi Hodgson.
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