Transition Movement projects for a low-carbon future
Individual visits by TEN section members across various EU Member States and lessons for future EESC work on public participation in the energy domain

The Transition Movement (TM) is a network of people in diverse communities around the world who share a vision of a practical, grassroots response to the issues of climate change, economic hardship and affordable, low carbon energy. More than 1 000 communities are linked in this way, exploring how they can become more resilient and move towards a less energy-intensive, more locally-focused economy. (http://transitionnetwork.org). 


Transition initiatives have their roots in the theories of permaculture (http://permaculture.co.uk – that the plant world, seen as being cooperative and energy‑efficient rather competitive and energy‑dependent, may be a better model for longer‑term human survival), a movement supporting sustainable living established by Bill Mollison and others in the 1970s. Further inspiration came from a paper published by David Holmgren in 2004. These in turn contribute to the SOLINSA project (http://www.solinsa.net) for more effective and efficient support of learning and innovation networks for sustainable agriculture. An online bibliography of academic and grey literature on Transition is available at http://www.citeulike.org/group/15407.


The TEN Section organised a series of visits for TEN and SDO members to TM initiatives across Europe during the second half of 2012
. In all, 17 members visited projects in 10 countries. Their reports are substantial and provide ample evidence that grassroots projects of the TM kind can not only deliver tangible improvements in the way local energy and economy are being managed but also create suitable conditions for necessary public participation and involvement in the making of energy policy. The lessons learnt will therefore contribute usefully to the Committee’s future work on how to encourage public involvement on understanding energy and sustainability issues. Each country and each community approaches these issues in their own particular way, but EESC members identified clear common themes. 
Motivation


In term of motivation, the core beliefs of the movement continue to be based on the inevitability of "peak oil" (a term now somewhat toned down to refer, more accurately, with the growth in the availability of alternative hydrocarbons in other parts of the world, to the "passing of the age of cheap oil"), and on the obvious, but harder to understand or influence, undesirable consequences of "climate change". If these in turn reduce the supply of key raw materials or render (the perceived benefits of) globalisation impossible, then local communities would need to become more self-sufficient and "resilient" for longer-term survival. This in turn requires grass roots action, supported by changes in individual perception and behaviour. The TM, therefore, directly addresses in a practical way the need for public involvement, understanding and active participation in the changes which our economic system will have to make.

Strengths of the Transition Movement

The TM places strong emphasis on practical, local projects using available skills, resources and enthusiasm and showing how issues of sustainability can be brought into people's everyday lives (focus on the best "process" to share ideas and build local interest). It promotes a non-regulatory approach to tackling change collectively and makes necessary links with local businesses. In addition, national and international networks allow exchange of knowledge, techniques and skills. 
The well‑documented theoretical base draws on 40 years' experience of “green” movements; however, the TM encourages understanding of underlying economic and social issues in a global context and follows the holistic approach. It helps people to make concrete links between different fields, showing that sustainability initiatives need to be systemic, for example energy and economic crisis (energy poverty) or sustainable agriculture (own food production). It is therefore not a single‑issue organisation: it is relevant to most areas of sustainable development (see Transition Ath).

In terms of organisational features, the TM has the advantage of a minimum hierarchy. It is community‑led, inclusive and positive, takes a delegating approach and is empowering and open to new ideas strengthening participatory democracy on a local level. It avoids formal links with campaigns or political parties in order to stay independent and people-driven (members of the TM differentiate themselves even from classical NGOs). It is closely linked to local communities and supports local development by valuing local sustainable production and consumption and local trade exchanges. The TM is adaptable to rural, town, suburban and city locations.

The TM strongly motivates people by focusing on a better quality of life which could be achieved thanks to resilience projects (in terms of self development, more active social life and environmental protection). It helps build expertise and skills needed for a post-industrial world with declining or scarce resources, raises awareness and offers mentoring and relevant application of theory in a local context. 

Energy savings and efficiency are usually the strongest points of energy projects.
Weaknesses and challenges of the Transition Movement

The TM is almost entirely volunteer-run, which can lead to lack of continuity and present problems in terms of availability of human resources. Even though TM projects are adaptable to various locations, it is probably difficult to apply it everywhere, in particular in big cities. Although a number of inner-city and suburban initiatives exist, rural/small town locations still predominate. 


In some areas, especially in energy, there is a need for projects requiring higher investment and a larger scale: on this point it may be difficult to scale-up from local projects. 

The TM appears to require a relatively strong, developed civil society structure. In fact, it has been less successful to date in countries which are less well developed from this point of view, though a powerful sense of community and local identity can also substitute for more formal civil society structures.

EESC members have identified a number of challenges facing the Transition Movement. External events and the changing geopolitical situation will call into question some basic assumptions – e.g. ‘peak oil’. Modern European societies are also becoming increasingly complex, and will require variable approaches and flexibility. In order to have more impact, the TM will also need to engage with mainstream political processes to overcome resistance to change and lack of political will and vision. The movement could also face the internal organisational challenge of how to retain a non-hierarchical, open approach as it grows. Currently, TM activities are quite vulnerable to changes in government policy on grant funding or subsidies (such as feed‑in tariffs) and their success is dependant on hoped-for changes in tax regulations and laws which do not favour local projects of this type. For instance, agricultural land-use regulations do not facilitate the establishment of small farm projects.
Appendix:

List of projects visited by TEN section and SDO members:

1. Transition Tynedale, UK, Richard Adams
http://transitiontynedale.org
2. Transition Cloughjordan, Ireland, Seamus Boland

3. Transition Trièves, France, Pierre-Jean Coulon

4. Transiton Wekerle, Hungary, Antal Csuport

5. Transition Belsize, UK, Brian Curtis

6. Transition Bukarest, Romania, Dimitru Fornea

7. Transition Ikskile, Latvia, Andris Gobins

8. Transition Dusseldorf, Germany, Armin Duttine

9. Transition Bukarest, Romania, Sorin Ionita

10. Transition Portalegre, Portugal, Evangelia Kekeleki

11. Transition Monteveglio, Italy, Antonello Pezzini

12. Transition Town Lewes, UK, David Sears

http://www.transitiontownlewes.or
13. Transition Aldeia das Amoreiras, Portugal, Victor Sequeira

14. Transition Ath, Belgium, Marian Krzaklewski
http://athentransition.over-blog.org/article-quand-ath-en-transition-accueille-une-delegation-du-comite-economique-et-social-de-l-union-europeenn-111818707.html
15. Transition Brixton, UK, Brenda King

16. Transition Bonn, Germany, Gerd Wolf

17. Transition Regensburg, Germany, Josef Zboril
� . Individual Transition Towns have their own websites, often specific to individual projects, for instance for Transition Town Lewes (TTL) visited by Mr Sears: �HYPERLINK "http://www.transitiontownlewes.org"�http://www.transitiontownlewes.org�, �HYPERLINK "http://www.lewesfoodmarket.co.uk"�http://www.lewesfoodmarket.co.uk� and �HYPERLINK "http://thelewespound.org"�http://thelewespound.org�.


�  As a direct result of these visits members were inspired to nominate the Transition Network for the EESC Civil Society Prize 2012, and it was awarded first place.
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