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And I biggered my money, which everyone needs.” 

 

The Truffula Tree – Dr. Seuss 
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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to investigate the extent to which the concept of resilience is incorporated into 

Transition Town initiatives and if this is the case, whether that makes them more sustainable.  In so doing 

the study first has an explanatory look at resilience, since it is a complex concept that needs careful 

defining to understand what is meant by the term in this dissertation.  An explanatory look at transition 

towns is also carried out, since this relatively new and rapidly growing ‘grassroots’ movement was only 

started in 2005/2006 in Totnes, U.K.  Then the definition of sustainability or sustainable development is 

explored, especially the U.K. government definition of the word since this is what defines the study.  The 

research then looks in detail at three established transition towns Totnes, Lewes and Brixton, which 

includes interviews with members of the transition towns themselves.  The main findings from the study 

suggest that resilience is incorporated into Transition Towns making them more sustainable and also that 

increased resilience suggests increased sustainability.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

1.1 This Research Dissertation 

The aim of this study is to investigate the extent to which the concept of resilience is incorporated into 

Transition Town (TT) initiatives and if this is the case, whether that makes them more sustainable.  In 

doing so the dissertation will first seek to clarify, define and discuss in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 what is meant 

by the concepts of resilience, Transition Towns and sustainability, or sustainable development, especially 

since the former two are relatively new ideas.  In addition, the study will also look into the concept of 

permaculture, since there are many overlapping principles of permaculture with both resilience and TTs, 

in order to ensure that any increased sustainability within TTs is attributable to the incorporation of 

resilience and not permaculture.   

 

 

1.2 Background and Context 

The industrial revolution in the 1800s heralded a dramatic change to the way that societies lived and 

operated.  Since 1859 when the first oil well was dug in Pennsylvania people increasingly used the new 

wonder fuel, oil, which had unparalleled energy returns on energy invested (EROEI).  Oil could power 

great machines which enabled society to do between 70-100 times more work than without it (Hopkins, 

2008).  So alongside tremendous time saving, societies were able to do more work and grow scales and 

economies and to extract more resources at a faster rate allowing increased production.  Not only was oil 

used as a fuel source but innovative uses of the ‘black gold’ ranged from fertilisers to plastics with a 

thousand and one uses.  With the seemingly inexhaustible supplies of oil being able to satisfy the ever 

increasing desire for more oil-based uses, this quickly led to societies’ whole infrastructures being geared 

around oil.   

 

The industrial revolution had undeniably brought great wealth for the masses but with it came cities that 

were becoming increasing polluted, smelly, grimy and congested.  Rather than society being overly 

concerned with unsustainability, unprecedented resource use, the resulting polluting effects and 

destruction of ecosystems on mammoth proportions, instead the creation of modern day suburbia arose 

which was made possible by the cheapness of oil (The End of Suburbia, 2004).  In U.S.A. the post 

Second World War wealth of the 1950s was utilised in bringing space, convenience and countryside 

living to the masses by the creation of suburban developments where people could have their own piece 

of comfortable living and a return to community living (The End of Suburbia, ibid.).  At this time 

millions of houses were constructed each year in the suburbs of the U.S.A. which also meant that the 

inhabitants of these communities would often commute great distances to work in the cities and to out of 

town shopping centres, which were designed to be accessed by road transport.  Similar trends have 

occurred in the U.K. since the industrial revolution.  More people have left rural communities to live 

closer to the factories in the industrial centres with a gradual increase in the number of people commuting 

to work and to out of town retail centres.  Now for the first time in history, we have a global situation 
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where more people live in urban centres than rurally (Ahern, 2011).  With this mass exodus from rural to 

urban living, societies have become increasingly specialised and people have lost touch with the land and 

their ability to read early warning indicators of a loss of resilience (Walker and Salt, 2006).  Also global 

populations are increasing at an incredible pace; in 40 years from 1960 to 2000 the global population has 

doubled to 6 billion people (Walker and Salt, ibid.).  Pre 1960s all this commuting, unsustainable natural 

resource use, land expansion and rapidly increasing use of fossil fuels was not considered a major 

problem, but the relatively recent climate change concerns have raised many significant issues such as the 

increasing strain put on ecosystems, ecosystem services, a loss of resilience and the emergence of global 

peak oil (Walker and Salt, ibid.).   

 

Despite disagreements as to the exact date of peak oil production it is generally accepted that the 

maximum global peak oil production can be estimated to be sometime between 2009 and 2031 (C.A.T., 

2011).  Given the way developed countries’ structures are built around oil, being dependent on oil for our 

transport, fuel, agriculture as well as for the generation of countless numbers of products, the concept of 

peak oil poses significant disruption to our way of life.  Synonymous with the issue of peak oil is climate 

change.  This means that simply replacing oil with some other energy source such as coal or gas is not 

enough.  In addition to the life changing effects of peak oil, climate change is an even bigger issue.  

Government plans for tackling this double issue can often be perceived as being too slow and inadequate, 

as highlighted recently by Monbiot (2011).  Earlier projections made by The International Energy Agency 

(IEA), an advisory board the government previous used, showed that there was sufficient oil and gas 

reserves for the foreseeable future.  Although these projections were extreme outliers the government 

used their results to justify government inaction concerning changes to oil use.  However, the IEA 

subsequently changed their stance on peak oil, claiming they believed that oil production was declining 

and oil reserves were set to plateau around 2020.  This renewed information did little to alter U.K. 

strategy however, exemplified by the following statement “With sufficient investment, the government 

does not believe that global oil production will peak between now and 2020 and consequently we do not 

have any contingency plans specific to a peak in oil production” (Monbiot, ibid.) 

 

Unfortunately, it is not only oil that is being depleted.  It could perhaps be said that the two issues of peak 

oil and climate change have been instrumental in highlighting the fact that human activity is stripping 

other natural resources at an unsustainable rate which has additional associated social implications.  

McCartney & Hanlon (2006) discuss how economic growth in developed countries can lead to an 

increase in well-being but that continued increases do not lead to further improvement but may in fact 

have been causing a decline since the mid 1970’s.  The reason for that is explained as being due to a 

number of reasons such being on a “hedonic treadmill” where regardless of the amount of possessions a 

person owns, the constant marketing of better and more goods, results in dejected feelings of inadequacy.  

Another problem is “choice anxiety” where a multitude of often trivial choices results in unhappiness.  

These consumer excesses lead to materially rich but emotionally empty lives adding to a stockpile of 

negative associations such as uncertainty and insecurity, stress caused by the pace of life, the erosion of 

personal identity, being reduced to the sum of goods owned, deterioration in culture, relationships and 

community.  Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) talk about people feeling a loss of community and society 

becoming increasingly selfish and irresponsible.  People are also reported to feel that mainstream politics 
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appear more concerned with material gain than the creation of an inspirational better society with 

improved psychological and social wellbeing for all.  Perhaps it is a loss of confidence in positive 

government action or a frustration in the brokenness of society that has created a vacuum for a more 

hands on, positive approach that values community, which has led to the birth of transition towns.   

 

The idea of Transition Towns (TTs) was initiated by the co-founder of the movement, Rob Hopkins as a 

response to peak oil and climate change.  The TT movement is a grassroots, “bottom up” initiative that is 

thought to owe its successful uptake partly due to its community involvement and appeal.  Hopkins 

(2008) states one of the six underlying principles of the Transition model to be that of “inclusion.”  When 

there is increased consumerism, urbanisation and loss of community there is also usually a loss of system 

resilience.  The term resilience is not a new term and has been used historically by ecologists to describe 

balanced and sustainable ecosystems (Adger, 2000).  Relatively recently however, the term Resilience 

Theory has been coined to further describe systems (economic, social or environmental) that have the 

capacity to absorb shocks and still retain the same basic function and structure without collapsing into a 

new state (Walker and Salt, 2006).  When societies become more urbanised, consumer focussed and 

specialised there is an increasing dissociation with the balance of the environmental surroundings and can 

oftentimes and unwittingly put tremendous strain on ecosystems.  Whilst the ecosystem can appear to 

function sustainably and seemingly cope with the increasing strain, it can be just a matter of time before a 

ticking time-bomb explodes and the ecosystem collapses irreversibly with a loss of resilience and 

ecosystem services (Walker and Salt, ibid.).  Resilience is closely linked to sustainability and is in fact, 

key to long term sustainability.  Clarification of the differences between resilience and sustainability is 

given in Chapter 2.  Although the concept of sustainability is now mainstream and understood very well 

to be critical to ecosystems and hence, human societies, the idea of resilience is quite new.  However, it 

has already been considered by many transition initiatives as being central to the successful long term 

operation of TT’s (Hopkins, 2008).   

 

For this reason, the incorporation of resilience in TTs and whether this contributes to sustainability was 

researched and the results presented in this dissertation.   

 

 

1.4 Methodology 

1.4.1 Overview 

This section discusses the type of research carried out and the rationale behind the methods used.  Since 

the concepts of both resilience and transition towns are relatively new and the links between the two are 

only recently being discussed and developed, the start of the research took both an explanatory and an 

exploratory approach.  The explanatory approach was deemed necessary to highlight the many slight 

variations of resilience definitions and to discuss the pathway chosen to explore the concept of resilience.  

In addition, it was also considered important to adopt an explanatory approach to discuss other concepts 

such as sustainability, robustness and permaculture that overlap with both resilience and transition towns.   

 

An exploratory approach was taken to consider the main aspects of resilience theory and to see how and 

where these could have been applied to transition town structures and activities.  It was important also to 
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explore whether the principles of permaculture which is the stem for TTs in part, were not being confused 

with the principles of resilience, since there is a significant degree of overlap between these two concepts.  

Finally, interviews were conducted with active members of three established transition towns, Totnes, 

Lewes and Brixton to compare their opinions and experiences with the research interpretations of how 

and where resilience had been incorporated into transition town activities.  Their opinions were also 

sought for whether they felt resilience theory had had an influence on sustainability.  The transition town 

members’ interpretations were compared to the research project interpretations in an attempt to answer 

the research aim and questions of the project.   

 

 

1.4.2 Choice of Transition Towns 

The decision to select three established TTs was due to the relative newness of both topics of resilience 

and transition towns themselves.  It was decided to select three TTs and not more, so that more depth 

could be given to the scrutiny of the project.  Totnes was chosen because it was the first TT and 

considered to be a ‘flagship’ TT which receives a great deal of attention and focus, nationally as well as 

internationally and includes a great deal of pioneering ideas on the subject of TTs, especially perhaps 

since the founder and principle member of the TT movement, Rob Hopkins is based in Totnes.  Lewes 

was also chosen as it also is a very early and established TT with a proactive agenda.  Finally, Brixton 

was chosen since it satisfies the established and active criteria, but also adds another interesting 

dimension, as it is a city of London TT and so is set in a very different context.   

 

 

1.4.3 Overlap of Resilience with Transition Towns 

The Walker and Salt (2006) list of nine criteria were used as a foundation for defining the criteria for 

resilience.  For TTs the Transition network’s nine principles used for defining what TTs strive to attain, 

were used as a foundation against which the resilience criteria were assessed.  The assessment was of a 

qualitative nature.   

 

 

1.4.4 Interviews 

The interviewees were chosen as being prominent and reasonably knowledgeable members of each TT.  It 

was not always possible to talk to the most qualified person regarding resilience knowledge from each 

TT, due to their unavailability, but it was felt that the interviewees were reasonably qualified to represent 

the practices and common understanding from each respective TT.  The interviews were carried out over 

the phone and the responses recorded.  The notes were later summarised and a review of the responses 

sent to each member, to give them the opportunity of amending or supplementing their responses.  The 

advantages of using such a technique are that it is a suitable technique for complex situations that require 

clarification and an in-depth response.  It allows for the interviewer to ask more probing questions than 

with a questionnaire and allows both the interviewer and interviewee to discuss the responses should any 

confusion arise (Kumar, 1999).  The disadvantages of this method are that the quality of the interview and 

hence responses are dependent upon the quality of the interaction, which may differ from one interviewee 
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to another and also are dependent on the ability and skills of the interviewer.  Another problem may arise 

due to the biased nature in forming the research questions themselves (Kumar, ibid.).   

 

1.4.5 Research Ethics 

The research was carried out in line with the Oxford Brookes Ethical Standards for Research Involving 

Human Participants, Code of Practice Guidance on Research (Oxford Brookes, 2011).  This code of 

practice advises that no harm should be caused to the participants, but rather the experience should ideally 

benefit the individuals concerned.  In line with the code of practice, the interviewees were under no 

pressure to participate, were sent early communicated emails so they had the chance to look over the 

questions beforehand, were advised that their responses would remain anonymous and that they were free 

to refrain from the interview at any stage without having to state the reasons why.  The questions and 

answers, as well a copy of the ethical consent information email sent to the interviewees, are all shown in 

Appendix 1.  Finally, as a way of recognising the efforts and time given by the interviewees, the research 

work findings were posted on the Transition network website (Transition network, 2011) to add to their 

knowledge base.   

 

 

1.4.6 Limitations 

Owing to the qualitative and predominantly exploratory nature of the research work, the research work is 

limited by researcher bias, the quality of the questions posed and interpretation of the results.  This could 

potentially reduce the objectivity of the research, but could perhaps be offset somewhat by the structured 

nature of the questions and also the opportunity given to the interviewees to revise the researcher’s 

interpretations of their responses.  The interviews conducted were of a structured nature where the 

questions were predetermined and the same questions were asked of all the participants.  The main 

advantage of this approach was that it offered consistency between the subjects and a uniformity of 

results that minimises the skill requirements of the interviewer.   
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1.5 Structure of the Dissertation 

Chapter 1 provides a background and context for the research, shows the methodology used behind the 

research and any limitations.   

 

Chapter 2 gives a detailed interpretation of what is meant by the term resilience.  

 

Chapter 3 focuses on the background and rationale of operation of transition towns; their guidelines and 

principles.  

 

Chapter 4 is concerned with looking at what is meant by sustainability or sustainable development 

including the U.K. government definition of this concept.   

 

Chapter 5 forms the main results and discussion section and considers whether and to what extent 

resilience has been incorporated into TTs and also whether any incorporation contributes to the overall 

increase in sustainability for TTs.  This chapter will also seek to ascertain whether any increased 

sustainability in TTs is attributable to the incorporation of resilience and not permaculture, which has 

many overlapping principles with resilience.   

 

Chapter 6 is where the final conclusions are drawn and recommendations made for further work.    
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Chapter 2 

Resilience 

 

2.1 Overview 

The concept of Resilience is being increasingly used in TT discussions, but sometimes its meaning seems 

unclear.  This chapter will try to clarify the differences between sustainability and robustness with 

resilience, as the latter is sometimes used in an oversimplified way to mean sustainability or robustness.  

The chapter will start with an explanation about resilience since it is a complex concept central to this 

research, as well as to transition towns.  Further clarification of resilience will be offered by way of an 

example, with the Goulburn-Broken Catchment area, in Australia.  Finally, the chapter will discuss 

different types of resilience, ecological, social and economic to demonstrate these three categories are 

interconnected and that this interconnectedness is crucial for sustainability.  The aim of this study is to 

determine whether the incorporation of resilience in TTs increases their sustainability and this dissection 

of resilience can help demonstrate how resilience can increase sustainability.   

 

 

2.2 Introduction 

The concept of resilience is rapidly being taken up in many contexts, including transition towns (Hopkins, 

2009) and even by the U.K. government (Cabinet Office, 2011), although the latter focus on ‘Emergency 

Preparedness,’ against shocks such as pandemics and terrorist attacks.  The Resilience Alliance is a 

dedicated research organisation that was established in 1999, comprised of a wide cross-section of 

academics and professionals that explore and promote the concept of resilience (Resilience Alliance, 

2011).   

 

Historically it was used first by psychologists to describe how people in their respective environments 

lived and coped under different situations of trauma and stress (Cork, 2009).  In parallel with this field, 

resilience has been used by ecologists to describe the ability of ecosystems to remain stable under 

changing conditions.  Since 1973 however, Holling has brought to the fore the significance of resilience 

and further defined it to describe the ability of ecosystems to recover after being subjected to shocks, to 

retain the same essential functions.  If the ecosystem does not recover it irreversibly crosses over a 

threshold into a new state that does not have the same overall functions (Holling, 1973, Scheffer, 2001).  

Adger (2000) also discusses alternative interpretations of resilience as being the rate of recovery of a 

system after a shock or perturbation (Pimm, 1991).  Holling (1996) refers to this as being a part of 

resilience that he terms “engineering resilience.”  Since the latter definition does not encompass all 

aspects of the return to a stable state but rather only measures the time of recovery it is not considered as 

being wholly representative of resilience.  The Holling definition is by no means the only definition of 

resilience as the literature has slight variations on this original theme; Hopkins (2010) shows a table with 

some of these variations.  However, for the most part, the Holling’s definition is most widely used and is 

the definition that will be referred to in this dissertation.   
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Walker et al (2004) describe alternate stable states as being confined within a basin of attraction, as 

depicted in figures 2.2.1a and 2.2.1b, below.  Each basin of attraction is representative of the components 

and variables that constitute that ecosystem such as shrubs, grasslands and animals etc.  The basins and 

the boundaries that separate them are defined as the stability landscape and there can be multiple basins of 

attraction.  In the diagrams below (Figures 2.2.1a and 2.2.1b), the boundaries or thresholds to each basin 

are shown by the latitude L.  The depth of each basin, R is an indicator of how easy it is to move the 

system around the basin. The steeper the sides, the greater will be the required perturbation or shock to 

move the system out of its basin to a new one.  Since the ecosystem is never static but constantly 

changing, moving the system around also changes its position relative to the basin and its thresholds and 

this is indicated by the Precariousness, Pr.  Systems such as the Goulburn-Broken Catchment example 

shown below, would have a very small Pr value.   

 

 

2.3 Panarchy  

In addition to the three parameters that describe the stability landscape, a fourth vital aspect of resilience 

is panarchy, which refers to cross-scale structures of nested adaptive cycles (Allen & Holling, 2010).  

Ecosystems are complex adaptive structures that are thought to be linked through and composed of 

discontinuous structures that vary over scales of both time and space.  These structures are nested in a 

way for example, that societies nest individual decisions, policy contracts, law, constitution and culture 

over increasingly longer time periods of days, months, years, decades, centuries and millennia, as shown 

in Figure 2.3.1 below (Holling, 2001).   

 

 

 

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.2.1a. Three-dimensional stability 

landscape with two basins of attraction 

showing, in one basin, the current position of 

the system and three aspects of resilience, L = 

latitude, R = resistance, Pr = precariousness. 

(Holling, 2004) 

Fig. 2.2.1b. Changes in the stability landscape 

have resulted in a contraction of the basin the 

system was in and an expansion of the 

alternate basin. Without itself changing, the 

system has changed basins. (Holling, 2001) 
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Figure 2.3.1 Nested structures across time and space scales (Holling, 2001) 

 

 

 

In numerous resilience articles the panarchy, self-organising adaptive cycle is represented by a curve 

(Figure 2.3.2) that attempts to show the scales and cycles that an ecosystem would encompass.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3.2 Holling’s Panarchy Adaptive Cycle (Holling, 2001) 

 

 

Four phases are shown, that constitute the ecosystem functions.  There are first slow phases (short arrows) 

of exploitation and conservation, moving from the r to the K phases.  These are the usual slow processes 

that are observed typically with systems such as forest growth.  This is when relationships between forest 

components increase and there is continued and increased growth until such point that there is over 

connectedness, control of the ecosystem becomes very rigid and brittle and the ecosystem is poised for 
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collapse.  The system becomes ‘an accident waiting to happen’ (Gunderson, 2000).  This collapse can be 

brought about by a number of disturbances such as a pest outbreak, a forest fire, drought, etc.  The slow 

build up of resources is lost suddenly, with a resulting breakdown of the tight organisation.  The rapid 

breakdown is represented by the long arrows of the phase.  After that is a time for reorganisation again.  

This is a time for new opportunity and innovation shown by the  phase.  The phase from the collapse to 

the reorganisation stage is quite fast, also termed the “creative destruction” phase by Schumpeter (1950), 

is a characteristically unpredictable time.  There is also, however, escape from this cycle shown in the r 

phase of Figure 2.3.2 as a break in the loop.  This can occur after a shock followed by the rapid 

reorganisation step, the system undergoes an irreversible change into a new state with different ecosystem 

functions (Gunderson, 2000).   

 

 

2.4 An Example of Resilience 

Resilience is perhaps more easily understood by considering examples of non-resilient systems crossing 

over thresholds into new and often undesirable states.  Walker & Salt (2006) give many case study 

examples of non –resilient systems such as the Goulburn – Broken catchment in south-east Australia.  

The threat of crossing a threshold into a new state can be inadvertent when human interests are concerned 

only with maintaining sustainability.  The Goulburn – Broken catchment area is a very water rich and 

fertile region which has large amounts of salt content in the subsoil, brought originally from the sea by 

winds and rain over tens of thousands of years.  Originally these salt levels were washed down deep 

below the surface in the water table and native evergreen and diverse vegetation with its long rooted 

plants used up the high rainfall, keeping water table levels low.  Since European settlement however, 98% 

of the native vegetation in the irrigation regions has been replaced by short-rooted annual crops that were 

not consuming the high rainfall.  The high rainfall meant that slowly, over time the ground water levels 

were rising towards the surface, bringing the salt with them.  What exacerbated the problem further was 

the construction of major irrigation dams in the area increasing the water concentration to effectively 

double the usual rainfall for the region.  This was done to provide constant water for the crops in an area 

that would otherwise have gone through cycles of drought and severe wet periods.  With water table 

levels rising dangerously high for sensitive agricultural plants and fruit trees one solution was to pump 

100 million litres of the underground water per year to the nearby Murray River.  However, the high salt 

levels being pumped into the river caused salinity problems for the river itself and so a subsequent salt 

cap had to be imposed on the river.  The resulting solution for landowners in the Goulburn- Broken area 

was expensive, complex and reliant on different measures such as water pumping and salt water 

evaporation basins that enabled the catchment area to just cope with keeping the water and salt 

concentrations below the root stock.  The longer term solution of replacing some of the agriculture with 

the original longer rooted native species was a solution that held little appeal to the land owners so they 

were stuck with an agricultural area that had very little resilience, with the threat of tipping over a 

threshold into the next regime of crop destruction, being kept at bay owing to costly preventative 

measures and also in part to the dry spell experienced by the region.  The threat of this happening could 

be envisioned as moving from Figure 2.2.1a to Figure 2.2.1b, above with a resulting irreversible loss of 

agriculture.  This is shown as a break in the loop in the r phase of Figure 2.3.2, above.   
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2.5 Resilience vs Sustainability  

The Goulburn-Broken Catchment area example perhaps also serves to illustrate the difference between 

sustainability and resilience.  Whereas the area was thought to be operating sustainably with respect to 

agriculture for many years, the site was losing resilience, until such point that the site was dangerously 

close to losing both crops and resilience by moving into another state with a consequential loss in 

sustainability.   

 

The rapid uptake and interest in the concept of resilience has meant that sometimes resilience is used 

interchangeably and over simplistically with the term sustainability.  Increasingly, human activity is 

focussing on sustainability as we are slowly realising that the earth’s finite resources are being consumed 

at an alarmingly unsustainable rate (Walker & Salt, 2006).  But considering sustainability alone is 

insufficient to maintain ecosystems.  Hopkins (2009) considers resilience to be a more useful concept 

than sustainability.  Even though it may be considered that an ecosystem is being utilised or managed 

sustainably there sometimes appear to be seemingly inexplicable reasons for ecosystem collapse.  It is 

possible to find stable and diverse population ecosystems that exhibit low resilience as well as the 

converse with seemingly low diversity ecosystems that show high degrees of resilience (Adger, 2000).  

Constanza, Kemp and Boynton (1995) explains this as being due to the fact that although there could be 

low species diversity in an ecosystem, there could be high levels of functional diversity exhibited by the 

species therein, which maintain the high observed resilience.  From a human perspective, not all resilient 

systems are necessarily desirable, such as collapsed fish stocks which can have a high resilience, tending 

to resist fish stock replenishment (Derissen, Quaas, Baumgärtner, 2011).  This latter case is an example 

that shows the system’s high resilience is insufficient for sustainability.   

 

 

2.6 Resilience vs Robustness 

Ecosystems are complex adaptive systems with sometimes unobvious roles played by the components 

within the system (Cork, 2009).  That is they are systems that are able to self organise within certain 

boundaries.  As seen before with sustainability, sometimes resilience is used to describe systems, where 

an alternative term, in this case robustness, would be more appropriate.  Cork discusses robustness in a 

construction realm where engineers design structures that are able to cope under much greater strain than 

would typically be observed under normal conditions and good engineering would try to cover for all 

eventualities under worst case conditions and even under combinations of extreme conditions.  However, 

this situation describes known parameters and the difference between resilience and robustness is that a 

resilience approach extends robustness thinking to real surprises and novel situations that have not 

previously been anticipated, such as the salt levels rising from well below the ground in the Goulburn-

Broken example, above.  The system should, in other words, be a ‘safe-to-fail’ system rather than a ‘fail-

safe’ one (Ahern, 2011).  Does that imply that resilience is more encompassing and further reaching than 

robustness or even sustainability?  Cork (2009) states that the concept of resilience thinking and its 

methods should not be considered as the solution to all of modern day climate change and sustainability 

problems, but that it should be seen as a valuable tool that we could overlook at our peril.  In fact 

resilience thinking itself advocates diversity of thinking as opposed to narrowness.  Including diversity, 
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Walker & Salt (2006) propose a list of nine factors that they consider as being key to resilience thinking 

(section 2.10).   

 

 

2.7 Types of Resilience: Social, Ecological, Economic  

When considering ecosystems it is inevitable that as humans we are interested in whether the ecosystems 

can provide us with some useful habitat and or resources.  Without human involvement, ecosystems 

continue along their panarchy cycles of slow regeneration and collapse.  With human intervention the 

slow panarchy cycles are often speeded up as well as there being greater likelihood of release from the 

cycle with a corresponding loss of resilience, due to imposing a greater rigidity on the system (Holling, 

2001).  Societies often harvest services from an ecosystem.  What this can mean in practice however, is 

that some component of the system is held constant or rigid in some way, which causes a reduction in 

resilience of the system, since ecosystems are constantly changing and their well of attraction moving 

(Holling, ibid.).   

 

In earlier days humans were more in touch with their natural surroundings with a greater awareness of the 

result of their actions on the ecosystem surrounding them and the changing weather etc.  Over time we 

tend to think of ourselves as somehow removed from ecosystems and consequently less connected.  It is 

perhaps easy to understand this as it becomes increasingly difficult to find traces of natural habitat 

amongst the urban sprawl of our concrete cities and urban centres.  Cork (2009) attributes this lessened 

connectedness as being partly due to our decreased awareness and partly due to our belief that we can 

control nature.  He argues that we are in fact more in need of ecosystems functioning sustainably because 

we have increased the world’s ability to sustain the ever increasing population.  At the same time we are 

also learning that we have reduced the resilience of natural systems through our desire to increase 

efficiency and cut out duplication and spare capacity of ecosystems.  Since 2007, as Ahern (2011) points 

out, most human societies have for the first time in history become predominantly urban including 75% of 

Europeans (EEEA, 2006).  So now in the 21st century, Ahern (2011) argues that the fight for 

sustainability will be won or lost in cities and urban environments.  If this is the case then it becomes 

imperative to regard socio-ecological resilience rather than ecological resilience alone.  Similarly, since 

the economy is arguably the single most powerful component of how human societies operate, economic 

resilience is also of crucial consideration.   

 

 

2.8 Socio-Ecological Resilience 

Leichenko (2011) observed that there has been a large increase in the articles related to climate change 

and resilience in cities.  The notion is that cities and urbanised areas need to be able to regain their 

functionality after climate related shocks and disturbances.  The measure of resilience could be taken in 

many ways although he notes that the key characteristics are given by diversity, flexibility, adaptive 

governance and innovation.  As mentioned later in this chapter, these characteristics correspond with the 

factors that have been highlighted by Walker and Salt (2006) as being amongst the key points of 

resilience.  Leichenko (2011) states also that innovation, which is an inherent function of cities, is a 

valuable potential that needs to be harnessed in a constructive way that will promote adaptive capacity 
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and sustainability against shocks, i.e. resilience.  To date the forces that control the way societies operate 

have been dominated by economic considerations.  Even the “green revolution” after the Second World 

War was seen as a means to improve efficiency and yields and to boost economies in the short term by 

the use of pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers (King, 2008).  The long term consequences have seen 

small farmers being squeezed out and increased soil erosion, with a resulting loss of resilience (Walker 

and Salt, 2006).  King (2008) discusses a range of different systems that emphasise social and ecological 

resilience and their ability to build a link between traditional agricultural systems and the management of 

natural resources.  The systems include organic agriculture, biodynamics, community supported 

agriculture, permaculture, farmers markets and community gardens.  Her key findings suggest that using a 

resilience approach that would accommodate for future unpredictability or surprise would in fact preclude 

a “best” strategy approach, since what may work at one time may not necessarily hold for later problems.  

The best strategy would be to reconnect “people with food and people with people” and would facilitate 

communities to “build and learn their way” towards resilience.   

 

These two strategies are very much the focus of Transition Town objectives and are addressed in more 

detail in the Transition Town chapter.  The idea that having a best strategy for planning for the future is 

not really possible, is reinforced in some ways by Ernstson et al. (2009) when they state that since urban 

change is so fast, and especially exacerbated by climate change, migration of people and the changing 

abilities of ecosystem services “the traditional paradigm of planning for a predictable future is not only 

insufficient, it may in some ways be destructive.”  Their findings put socio-ecological resilience at the 

heart of sustainability and state that policies that separate environmental considerations from society’s 

consideration are artificial and biased towards society.  Urban resilience of cities is seen as being at the 

very heart of the matter; wherein lies the potential to transform existing social structures that separate 

ecosystems from society, to one where we can utilise the positive outcomes of urbanisation, i.e. 

innovation, in constructive ways that align and integrate societies around existing ecosystems instead of 

the reverse, non-resilient way.  Existing structures and societies operate in a highly complex way where it 

is not possible for any single body to have full control or understanding of the complexities and 

consequences of urbanisation.  The need lies in gearing urbanisation to enable innovation and discourse 

between multi-disciplinary stakeholders to cross different scales and sectors to put “yesterday’s industrial 

economy and current innovative economy (that accepts waste and the erosion of ecosystems), to an 

‘ecological economy’” (Ernstson et al., ibid.).  To aid this, researchers should be instrumental in cross-

scale and cross-sector facilitating, putting greater value and emphasis on processes and methodologies 

rather than being focussed on technological fixes and breakthroughs.  Further measures to implement real 

change would require a sense of urgency in realising dependencies on ecosystems that are local, regional 

and global and promoting on the ground experimentation and learning.  This would require “placing 

access and equity to ecosystem services – and therefore politics – at the heart of resilience building.”  The 

implications and hence inevitable opposition to this would include devolution of power and control by 

governments, with civil society and social movements such as transition towns taking a greater role in the 

required social change to improve equity for ecosystem services, enhanced resilience and sustainability.   
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2.9 Economic Resilience 

Resilience of economic systems is inextricably linked to socio-ecological resilience and possibly more so 

now with the realisation of climate change, peak oil and unsustainable natural resource use.  In the same 

way that social systems are linked to ecological systems a similar conclusion can be drawn about 

economic considerations being linked to socio-ecological considerations, since the economy is linked to 

social and or ecological system services.  Often events leading to a loss of ecological resilience are the 

result of social constraints and stresses put on ecosystems for economic reasons, such as new 

development or agricultural land.  The literature is full of examples such as the Goulburn-Broken 

Catchment area, the Everglades in U.S.A (Walker & Salt, 2006), New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina 

(Ernstson et al, 2009) to name but a few, of human induced ecological resilience loss.  Was the recent 

global financial crisis of 2000 coincidental with the timing of peak oil, climate change and other general 

human induced global events that increase the precariousness of systems by increasing the overall rigidity 

and hence resulting in a loss of resilience?  Have globalised economies resulted in the lack diversity that 

has tipped the global financial market over a threshold in a similar way that a lack of ecosystem diversity 

can lead to an ecosystem collapse?  Even more recently, the Euro and European economies are in crisis 

and facing dire problems (The Economist, 2011).  Could that also be attributed to increased rigidity and 

loss of economic resilience?  These questions cannot be answered very easily, but what can be said is that 

profit and growth have been the primary considerations for the past 200 years and arguably longer and 

only relatively recently and slowly, the realisation has been dawning that perhaps the economy will have 

to play second fiddle to environmental considerations if mass-scale planetary destruction and human 

suffering are to be mitigated.   

 

Crosthwait (2011) demonstrates in a short film that we have reached a ‘fundamental turning point in 

economic history and cannot grow any more.  King (2008) states that “regulations, subsidies, trade 

negotiations, policies and other ‘blockages’” have contributed to a reduction of ecosystem resilience and 

also suggests that there is a need to dismantle current economic systems and the political frameworks in 

which they exist.  Again, what is needed for a complete perspective on resilience, are more community-

based methods that nurture and develop understanding of ecosystems and how best we can accommodate 

societies around them through shared multidisciplinary learning.  Ahern (2011) concurs in that the most 

likely working solutions for sustainability and resilience would come from overlapping transdisciplinary 

and complementary research programs.   
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2.10 Nine Points for a Resilient World 

Walker and Salt (2006) propose a list of nine factors they consider a resilient world would value: 

 

 

This list of nine points was considered a good starting point as resilience indicators to look for in 

transition town activities, in order to determine the aim of this study; whether their incorporation has the 

effect of increasing sustainability in transition towns.  Prior to that, however, there is a need to understand 

transition towns, which is discussed next, in Chapter 3.   

 

 

  

1. Diversity – biological, landscape, social, economic, multiple land use etc. 

2. Ecological variability – Embracing and not trying to control ecological variability 

such as species outbreaks.  

3. Modularity – Not having over-connected systems that are susceptible to shocks.  

4. Acknowledging Slow Variables – focussing on slow variables that are associated 

with thresholds.  

5. Tight feedbacks – allow early detection of thresholds before they are crossed.  

6. Social capital- promotion of strong interpersonal relationships, trust, well developed 

social networks and leadership.  

7. Innovation – emphasis on learning and experimentation, locally developed rules and 

embracing change.   

8. Overlap in governance – having institutions that include redundancy to increase 

system flexibility, mix of common and private land.  

9. Ecosystem services – all ecosystem services should be included in development 

proposals since they are often not recognised until they are lost e.g. pollination.  
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Chapter 3 

Transition Towns 

 

 

3.1 Overview 

The aim of this study is to investigate the extent to which the concept of resilience is incorporated into 

Transition Town (TT) initiatives and if this is the case, whether that makes them more sustainable.  This 

chapter will help to establish the aim of this study, by understanding the structure, purpose and principles 

of transition towns (TTs).   

 

 

3.2 Introduction 

The term transition town was coined by two students, Louise Rooney and Catherine Dunne who were 

supervised by their Permaculture lecturer, Rob Hopkins at the Kinsale college of further education, in 

Ireland in late 2005 (Kinsale TT, 2011).  The concept of a TT arose as a response to climate change and 

peak oil (Local Planet, 2006).  The idea was that rather than wait for the inevitable decline in cheap 

energy availability and an associated decline in quality of life, since a lot of our societys infrastructure is 

geared around fossil fuels, we should in fact pre-empt the change; we should try to make a 20 years or so 

transition, that we are in better control of and are able to manage in a positive way.  This would imply a 

low energy, low carbon lifestyle, but which would mean a life enriching future.  Their work encompassed 

an Energy Descent Action Plan that was submitted to and adopted by the Kinsale Town Council, to help 

them work towards energy independence (Kinsale 2021 EDAP, 2005).  The TT concept was later taken to 

the town of Totnes in Devon by Rob Hopkins where he and Naresh Giangrande further refined and 

developed the idea and formed the first transition town (Transition network, 2011).  The concept is a 

‘grassroots, bottom up’ initiative that is very much based on practice rather than theory and has received 

great interest and very rapid uptake.   

 

There are now more than 300 TT initiatives in the U.K. and thousands globally ranging from a few 

members to several thousand in each initiative (Transition network, 2011).  An ‘initiative’ could mean 

town, village, group, etc.  The popularity and widespread appeal is possibly due to the transition 

movement’s diversity of members and group activities and perhaps also due to its inclusive nature, 

networking approach and desire to retain links to central government.  This latter aspect not only provides 

the movement a degree of funding from and input into local government decisions concerning the 

community, but perhaps also gives the movement a legitimacy that appeals to a wider spectrum of people.  

‘Alternative’ groups can be viewed as being too controversial, radical or non-mainstream enough to deter 

large members of society.  The networking nature of the transition movement provides a range of 

advantages to the movement.  It means that new initiatives do not have to ‘reinvent the wheel’ by starting 

from scratch and can receive the guidance from the regional ‘hubs’ that enable them to commence with 

‘starter packs’ and advice from trainers who come to aid the new ‘muller’ initiatives set up on their own, 

after which they can tailor their new initiative to their own particular surroundings and/or skill set.  There 

is an exchange of ideas between the different TT initiatives, either directly or via the transition network 
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coordinating group (Transition network, 2011) so the movement benefits from a continuous flow and 

evolution of ideas.   

 

 

3.3 Structure of the Transition Network, Hubs and TT Groups 

Hubs are formed that cover TT initiatives in the same city or else initiatives in the same geographical 

region of the country.  Some members of local initiatives join a regional hub which can then provide both 

support to local and new initiatives in the area, as well as linking in to the national transition network.  

The role of these regional hubs would be typically to help coordinate and link food, transport or other 

theme groups to work synergistically (Transition network, 2011).  The hubs would also work in an 

advisory capacity for new initiatives to help them avoid the usual pitfalls and start up problems that new 

groups might experience.  Another important role for the hubs is to forge links with both local 

government and businesses.  This means that TTs can provide an important role in the decision making 

process for sustainability plans as well as sometimes also receiving funding for their own plans.  Business 

links are formed to help businesses become more resilient.  The TTs act in a consultative capacity helping 

business with energy efficiency ideas as well as oil vulnerability auditing.  In return a lot of businesses 

provide financial sponsorship to the Transition network.  The formation of strong links with universities 

has helped both the universities in adopting TT projects to add practical elements to their otherwise 

purely academic courses, as well as providing valuable research ideas for the TTs (Transition network, 

2011).   

 

 

3.4 Typical TT Group Activities 

TTs have a range of important issues that could be typically but not exclusively limited to the following 

list of activities: food, transport, energy, education, building & housing, heart & soul, business, finance, 

arts, health & wellbeing and waste.  Normally a TT sub-divides into specialist groups that take up the 

different core activities in the above list.  When a TT is started there is a 12 point template to follow to 

enable a smoother set up (Hopkins, 2008): 

 

 

1. Set up a steering group 

2. Raise awareness 

3. Lay the foundation 

4. Organise a great unleashing 

5. Form groups 

6. Use Open Space 

7. Develop physical practical manifestations of the project 

8. Facilitate the great reskilling 

9. Build a bridge to local government 

10. Honour the elders 

11. Let it go where it wants to go 

12. Create an energy descent action plan  
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3.5 Principles of TTs 

The purpose of a TT as explained by the Transition network is “To support community-led responses to 

peak oil and climate change, building resilience and happiness” (Transition network, 2009).  The way the 

TTs try to achieve this is by following the eight principles of transition listed by the transition network 

(Transition Network, 2011): 

 

1. Positive visioning  

Instead of campaigning or protesting against issues, the transition approach is to look for 

positive outcomes and opportunities.  

 

2. Help People Access Good Information and Trust Them to Make Good Decisions 

Climate change and peak oil awareness and other related such as the negative aspects of 

economic growth are issues that the transition work will seek to include, in an engaging and 

diplomatic way that encourages optimism rather than powerlessness. 

 

3. Inclusion and Openness 

A transition approach endeavours for inclusive thinking and to work with the whole cross 

section of society, including business and local authorities, discouraging a ‘them-and-us’ 

style thinking.  

 

4. Enable Sharing and Networking 

TTs share knowledge and experiences, both good and bad, through the Transition network 

to ensure best practices are maintained.  

 

5. Build Resilience 

TTs work with businesses and communities to cope with shocks and try to transmit this 

thinking to cover as many aspects such as food, energy, economics and across as many 

scales as possible, such as local, regional and national.  There is also an awareness of the 

lack of general skills that we have as individuals and communities, that our grandparents’ 

generation had, and that we are lacking today.   

 

6. Inner and Outer Transition 

A lot of the problems associated with climate change are thought to be due to our belief 

systems rather than technological errors. Transition thinking tries to deal with the 

behavioural change that people are required to go through to deal with a new way of 

thinking and operating.   

 

7. Transition makes sense – the solution is the same size as the problem 

Rather than being complacent with small changes such as switching to smaller cars or 

energy saving light bulbs, transition thinking considers the whole system, since we 

currently are faced with a series of problems rather than just single issues to deal with.  The 
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whole system is complex and TT thinking tries to simulate nature in a solutions-based 

problem solving approach.   

 

8. Subsidiarity: self-organisation and decision making at the appropriate level 

The TT approach is not to have a centralised system or even a top down approach for 

decision making but instead try to work with everyone so that the most appropriate and 

empowering levels of practice are adopted, again in an attempt to mimic the ability of 

natural systems to self organise.  The TT ideas should be facile and readily adaptable so 

that they spread quickly.   

 

 

3.6 Transition Town Study 

In order to ascertain whether and to what extent the theory of resilience is incorporated into TTs it was 

decided to focus on three established TTs.  Since the concept of TTs is still very new, it was important to 

consider established and more active TTs to improve the possibility of getting some useful results.  The 

three transition towns considered were, Totnes, Lewes and Brixton.  The former two are smaller towns in 

Devon and Brixton is a large suburb of London.  The populations for Totnes (Devon County Council, 

2009), Lewes (O.N.S., 2001) and Brixton (Lambeth govt., 2003) were 23,000 in 2009, 92,000 in 2001 

and 64,000 in 2003, respectively.   

 

 

This chapter clarified the structure, purpose and principles of TTs.  The next chapter will try to define 

what is meant by sustainability, since it is of fundamental importance to the aim of the study (to 

investigate whether resilience incorporated into TT initiatives makes them more sustainable.   
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Chapter 4 

Sustainability 

 

4.1 Overview 

Chapter 2 – Resilience showed how resilience concepts could have an effect on sustainability.   

Chapter 3 – TTs explored the structure, purpose and principles of TTs.   

This chapter will try to define what is meant by sustainability in order to see how the influence of 

resilience in TTs affects their overall sustainability.  First however, it is important to first understand what 

is meant by sustainability or sustainable development (see section 4.3), especially since the latter is often 

used as a buzzword.   

 

 

4.2 U.K. Government Definition of Sustainable Development 

The U.K. government use the popular definition that was first proposed by the Brundtland Commission in 

1987 (U.N., 1987) (top of box), which the U.K. government website (directgov, 2011) interprets as the 

lower part, in the box:  

 

 

 

 

As a proactive response to the U.N. world conference on Environment & Development in Rio de Janeiro 

in 1992, the U.K. Labour government (Wikipedia, 2011) set up an independent, non-departmental public 

body, the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC), to advise the government on sustainability issues 

(SDC, 2011).  The new Conservative/Liberal Demorat (CLDC) government state they have a refreshed 

vision for the sustainable development strategy, since the last government strategy was made in 2005, 

which will reflect the ambitions of the CLDC government’s aim to be the “greenest government ever.”  

To achieve this ambition, the strategy realises that three ‘pillars’ of economy, society and environment are 

interconnected and that new strategy should mainstream sustainable development into all policy and 

planning decisions, supported and enforced at the “highest level in government” whose intention is to be 

“leading by example.”  To ensure this happens, the strategy has four measures in place: 

  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present, without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

 

“It means not using up resources faster than the planet can replenish or re-stock them, 

and joining up economic, social and environmental goals.” 
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 Ministerial leadership and oversight 

A Ministerial Steering Group to ensure delivery of new greening procurement commitments  

 Leading by example 

Reducing Government’s waste generation and ensuring the Government buys more sustainable 

and efficient products, etc.  

 Embedding sustainable development in Government policy 

Defra will take the lead responsibility for review and the Minister for Government Policy will  

hold departments accountable for ensuring sustainable business plans are carried out. 

 Transparency and independent scrutiny 

Developing real and measurable indicators to monitor sustainability across Government.  

Independent monitoring of sustainability in Government operations.   

 

 

Previously, the SDC which held the responsibility for the latter point of transparent and independent 

scrutiny had an annual budget of £3M and reported to have saved the government £60-70M p.a.  Despite 

this, the CLDC coalition government recently closed the SDC in March 2011 (SDC, ibid.).  However, 

since December 2009, the U.K. government as a member of the European Council is still committed to 

sustainable development which “remains a fundamental objective of the European Union under the 

Lisbon Treaty” (E.C., 2010).   

 

Sustainable Development within the E.U. is broken down into different sectors with a long term vision of 

“economic growth, social cohesion and environmental protection” (E.C., ibid.).  The U.K. Government 

Vision of the National Sustainable Development Strategy includes the following points: 

 

1. Sustainable Development (SD) in Government 

2. Green Economy 

3. Action to tackle climate change 

4. Protecting and enhancing the natural environment 

5. Fairness and Improving wellbeing 

6. National and International Sustainable Development 

7. Building a Big Society 

8. Business Planning 

9. Operations and Procurement commitments 

10. Transparency and public accountability 

 

 

There have been numerous definitions of the term sustainable development (Mebratu, 1998).  From an 

environmental perspective, there has been quite a lot of controversy over the use of the term ‘sustainable 

development’ on the grounds that it is an oxymoron and also that the term is too ambiguous and vague.  

Daly (2007) states that ‘sustainable development’ only makes sense in an economic sense if it is used to 

mean ‘development without growth.’  But in a world where resources are already being used up at an 

unsustainable and ever increasing rate, the term is actually used as a synonym for ‘sustainable growth,’ 
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which is contradictory.  There is a limit to the amount of cars, people and even trees, the planet can 

support.  Robinson (2004) suggests that this term may be used by both government and businesses as a 

crutch for the ‘cosmetic environmentalism’ that can accommodate vagueness, since it is very difficult to 

counter claims that products or attitudes are ‘green’, ‘environmentally benign’ or ‘socially responsible,’ 

without there being any reference points.  Perhaps that is the reason why there is a distinct lack of targets 

in the National Sustainable Development Strategy, only a vision that was published in February 2011, just 

prior to the closure of the SDC (Defra, 2011).   

 

The National Framework Policy 2011, which is still in draft form (NFP, 2011), states there is “no 

necessary contradiction between increased levels of development and protecting and enhancing the 

environment, as long as development is planned and undertaken responsibly.”  It goes on to state that 

sustainable development “should be seen as a golden thread running through both plan making and 

decision taking.”  Further however, the same document in seeming contradiction to the almost poetic 

introduction, makes statements of intent that suggest ‘business as usual,’ where economic growth is 

concerned.  Statement no. 72, talks about meeting the “needs of consumers for high quality and accessible 

retail services,” when all around us there is a seeming glut of retail outlets that have been closing like 

falling dominoes since the recent global economic recession.  Statement 85 talks about support for the 

provision of roadside facilities for motorists whilst people complain of cuts to bus services and inadequate 

cycle routes (Section 5.8.5).  Statement 85 also calls for the growth of airports in response to increased 

travel demand, whilst calling for cuts in greenhouse emissions.  So is this the “economic growth, social 

cohesion and environmental protection” that the vision is about or is it still only the ‘cosmetic 

environmentalism’ that Robinson (2004) mentions?   

 

 

4.3 Sustainability or Sustainable Development? 

The term sustainable development is both a controversial term (as reported above) but is also the term 

favoured by the government and private sector businesses.  It is generally viewed as a term that aspires to 

legitimise economic growth (Robinson, 2004).  The term sustainability is the term generally used by 

NGOs and in academia, and is more focussed on the ability of social structures and human behaviour to 

limit its activities to operating within environmental constraints (Robinson, ibid.).   

 

Whichever term is used, it is difficult to put an absolute value or measurement on increased sustainability 

that occurs as a direct consequence of the impact of resilience on transition towns.  The aim of this 

dissertation was always going to be a qualitative assessment and here it perhaps can be further seen why 

this is the case.  However, a comparative assessment of whether sustainability has been increased or not 

as a result of resilience incorporation into TT activities, is the ultimate purpose of the next chapter.   
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Chapter 5 

Transition Towns and the Incorporation of Resilience 

 

 

5.1 Overview 

This chapter will first look at the similarities and differences of permaculture with TTs and resilience, 

since there are many overlapping principles of permaculture with both resilience and TTs.  This was done 

to ensure that any increased sustainability within TTs is attributable to the incorporation of resilience and 

not permaculture, in order to ensure the validity of the dissertation and to ensure that the aim of this 

dissertation has not been confused with other factors.  This chapter will then bring all the components of 

the three previous chapters, resilience, TTs and sustainability together, in order to determine this aim: 

whether the incorporation of resilience in TTs makes them more sustainable.   

 

 

5.2 Introduction 

The concept of TTs is relatively new and has its roots in the principles of Permaculture.  Permaculture 

(meaning ‘permanent agriculture’) was first an agricultural design approach that was developed by Bill 

Mollison and David Holmgren in the late 1970’s to describe a system based on using natural ecological 

principles to minimise waste and to develop sustainable methods of land and resource use.  The term was 

later expanded to also mean ‘permanent culture’ which further encompasses social aspects in addition to 

the original ecological base (Mollison and Holmgren, 1978).  Permaculture principles have many 

parallels, naturally with TTs since the latter are derived in part from Permaculture, but also with many 

resilience concepts.  Table 5.3.1 was drawn to show the differences and similarities between these 

concepts, to determine whether there is anything to be gained from trying to show resilience in TT 

activities and hence, the aim of the dissertation.  Subsequently, the websites of three established TTs, 

Totnes, Lewes and Brixton, were examined to try to determine what aspects of their activities were 

thought to incorporate resilience.  The results of this were then compared with the responses given by 

three experienced members of the TTs, to the interview questions shown below in section 5.6.  Their 

responses can be found in Appendix 1.  Before asking the interview questions, the Oxford Brookes Code 

of Research Ethics was applied and a consent form, in line with this code, was sent to all the interviewees.  

A copy of the consent form can be found in Appendix 2.   

 

 

5.3 Comparison of Permaculture with both Transition Towns and Resilience  

A comparison was made between the principles of permaculture (The Permaculture Association, 2011) 

with those of TTs (Transition network, 2011) and resilience (Resilience Alliance, 2011).  As would be 

expected, there was some overlap between transition towns and permaculture, although some of the 

points of TTs seemed to be uniquely different to the permaculture principles and so were left outside the 

table.  These are the four points shown after Table 5.3.1.  More interesting to note, however, was that 

there seemed to be far greater overlap between resilience and permaculture.  Where it was considered that 

there was only tentative agreement between the two concepts, these are shown as red in Table 5.3.1.   
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5.4 Permaculture and Transition Towns 

Four principles of TTs seemed to overlap with those of permaculture, as discussed in Table 5.3.1.  The 

points that appeared to uniquely pertain to TTs were subsidiarity, which encompasses self organisation 

and decision-making at the appropriate level, positive visioning, which is a very positive TT activity and 

helping people access good information and trusting them to make good decisions is also another TT 

principle that is very inclusive and encouraging.  The final principle, resilience was felt to be a bit more 

non-specific.  It could be interpreted to encompass many different aspects of permaculture as well as 

totally encompassing the resilience principles, which is the fundamental objective of this table, discussed 

below (in section 5.5), and so was omitted.   

 

 

5.5 Permaculture and Resilience 

Interestingly, there seemed to be significant overlap between permaculture principles (The Permaculture 

Association, 2011) and those of resilience.  Where there were only tentative links (points 9 and 11), these 

were shown in red in Table 5.5.1.   

 

 

1. Making small changes and then observing the results, for permaculture seemed to equate with 

the resilience principle of acknowledging slow variables, although the latter arguably suggests 

much longer time frames, such as climate change or periodic severe flooding, forest fires, etc.   

 

4. Self regulation and limiting the amount we consume (for permaculture) has some overlap with 

observing the tight feedbacks that such activity might also suggest for resilience.  Tight 

feedbacks would allow us to detect that perhaps we are consuming too much, whereas the 

permaculture principle suggests a more precautionary approach rather than the reactionary one 

for resilience.  

 

5.  Valuing ecosystem services and the emphasis on regeneration of soils, forests and renewable 

sources from permaculture is in agreement with the value put on ecosystem services within 

resilience thinking.  

 

8.  Integrating and valuing the multi use components of ecosystems and minimising waste through 

good design can show some overlap with the establishment of well coordinated social capital 

networks that resilience advocates.   

 

9. For permaculture small and slow changes that generally favour local over global scales, have 

some degree of overlap with the modularity concept of resilience.  Modularity emphasises 

systems should not be over-connected since this can undermine overall resilience.   

 

10. For permaculture, valuing diversity and letting nature pursue its own course in uncontrolled 

zones overlaps with both resilience diversity and ecological variability.   
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11.  The margins are valuable areas where great diversity can occur in permaculture systems which 

perhaps exhibit tentative links with an overlapping governance structure of resilience thinking 

and possibly even innovative ideas that could be considered marginal.   

 

12  The creative response method that is used in the permaculture approach for social change has 

some overlap with the social capital attitude for resilience that was mentioned in point 8 above.   

 

 

Overall, although there are overlaps between permaculture and TTs and more importantly between 

permaculture and resilience, there are significant enough differences to warrant the continued and further 

investigation of resilience thinking within TT activities, and the resulting impact on sustainability.   
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Table 5.5.1 Comparison of Permaculture (Permaculture Association, 2011) with Both Transition Towns (Transition Network, 2011) and Resilience (Walker & Salt, 2006) 

 Permaculture Transition Towns Resilience 

1 Observe and Interact  

A lot can be learned by watching social and natural patterns, integrating 

small changes into the design and then observing the effects.  

Enable Sharing and Networking  

TTs share knowledge and experiences, both good and bad, 

through the Transition network to ensure best practices are 

maintained.  

Acknowledging Slow Variables 

By focussing on slow variables, the crossing of 

thresholds into new and potentially undesirable 

regimes can be avoided. 

2 Catch and Store Energy 

This relates to energy stored as biomass such as plants and trees and energy 

stored within dams and reservoirs. It also alludes to capturing passive solar 

energy for buildings through good design.   

  

3 Obtain a Yield 

The emphasis is on self reliance and incorporating useful outputs into all 

aspects of design, whether it be a house, garden or school.  Yields could be 

food, fibre, medicine, etc.   

  

4 Apply Self-regulation and Accept Feedback 

This about self-regulation to limit the amount that we consume from 

ecosystems to sustainable levels 

 Tight feedbacks 

The strength of the feedbacks gives early warning 

indicators of the dangers of crossing thresholds. 

5 Use and Value Renewable Resources and Services 

We need to utilise renewable resources to get the most from ecosystems 

which means valuing ecosystem services, including animal behaviour into 

our designs, much more than we do presently. The emphasis is needed for 

recreating forests and soils.   

 Ecosystem services 

These are often not even considered until they are lost 

and have to be designed into socio-ecological systems.  

6 Produce no Waste 

The production of toxic waste is seen as something that should not perhaps 

be made in the first place (eg. Plutonium). Redesign is important so that 

waste is reused in some way, such as in situ compost etc. which also 

precludes the need for transportation costs.  
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7 Design from Patterns to Details  

Seeing the bigger picture, using naturally inspired patterns and zoning as a 

design method can be very beneficial before embarking on the specific 

details of individual projects. E.g. noting how energy (sun, water, etc) flow 

through a site.  

Transition makes sense – the solution is the same size 

as the problem 

Rather than being complacent with small changes such as 

switching to smaller cars or energy saving light bulbs, transition 

thinking considers the whole system, since we currently are faced 

with a series of problems rather than just single issues to deal 

with.  The whole system is complex and TT thinking tries to 

simulate nature in a solutions-based problem solving approach. 

 

8 Integrate rather than Segregate 

Relationships between ecological components are often as important as the 

individual components themselves and it is important to have these multiple 

connections to increase the system resilience. Often components have 

multi-functionality and though good design it is possible to get the 

maximum benefit with minimum effort or waste.  

Inclusion and Openness 

A transition approach endeavours for inclusive thinking and to 

work with the whole cross section of society, including business 

and local authorities, discouraging a ‘them-and-us’ style thinking.  

Social capital- 

Trust, strong networks and leadership that allow for 

adaptability are all important when operating together 

to enable coordinated and effective response to 

disturbances.  

9 Use Small and Slow Solutions 

Small scale and local solutions are usually favoured over big scale and 

global ones to be more respectful of ecosystems.  

 Modularity 

Everything should not be too connected. Over 

connected systems are more susceptible to shocks.  

10 Use and Value Diversity 

Diversity is valued and as many varieties of plants are used. Designs try to 

use nature friendly techniques and benign methods to minimise harm as 

well as the incorporation of ‘zone 5’ areas, where nature is left to its own 

devices.  

 Diversity - Diversity in all forms increases future 

options and promotes resilience to shocks  

Ecological variability – A lot of current problems 

result from historical attempts to control and work 

against ecological variability. We should work with 

nature not against it.  

11 Use Edges and Value the Marginal 

Margins or ecotones are interfaces where 2 habitats or ecosystems meet and 

can often be a great source of enhanced variety. These margins are widened 

and encouraged and can include plants, animals, people, ideas etc.   

 Innovation – Emphasis is placed on learning, 

embracing change and innovation.  

Overlap in governance – Overlapping land rights 

and encouraging redundancy increase the flexibility 

and resilience of systems.  
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12 Creatively Use and Respond to Change 

Social change can be overwhelming so the same philosophy is used to 

tackle and prepare for social change as much as possible, in the same way 

that ecosystems are understood to go through change that can be understood 

and speeded up to some extent (eg as for the understanding and subsequent 

accelerated creation of a forest garden) 

Inner and Outer Transition 

A lot of the problems associated with climate change are thought 

to be due to our belief systems rather than technological errors. 

Transition thinking tries to deal with the behavioural change that 

people are required to go through to deal with a new way of 

thinking and operating.   

Social capital – (see above) Trust, strong networks 

and leadership that allow for adaptability are all 

important when operating together to enable 

coordinated and effective response to disturbances. 

 

 

Remaining Transition Town Points: 

1. Build Resilience 

2. Subsidiarity: self-organisation and decision making at the appropriate level 

3. Positive visioning 

4. Help People Access Good Information and Trust Them to Make Good Decisions 
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5.6 Transition Town Activities: Totnes, Lewes & Brixton 

There are many TT activities (Transition Town, 2011, Town Lewes, 2011 and Transition Town Totnes, 

2011) which are divided amongst the different activity groups.  The following examples of TT activities 

are by no means comprehensive but give an indication of the spectrum of projects that the TTs cover.   

 

 

5.6.1 Food 

Food is a very important element within all TTs.  It is arguably the single most important aspect of our 

daily lives, since without it we cannot survive for very long at all.  The importance of this category is not 

just mono-dimensional, as a product to be consumed but it helps to build community, trust, 

empowerment, hope, as well as having the potential to improve soil quality, species diversity, eco-system 

services, modularity, tighter feedbacks, reducing fossil fuel dependence due to ‘food miles’ travelled, etc. 

the list goes on.  Where and how the food is grown is important to improving the resilience of each area.  

For example in Brixton urban and forest permaculture workshops and courses have been introduced, as 

well as teaching people the basics of fruit and vegetable growing, community gardens, beekeeping 

information, and bringing disused land into production (Transition Town Brixton, 2011, Project Dirt, 

2011).   

 

Similarly in Totnes a new 2011 initiative was started, where vegetables are grown in public and unused 

spaces in order to promote the concept of land accessibility for all and to alleviate the ‘stranglehold’ that 

supermarkets have over people’s food systems.  It also raised awareness about localising food and 

reducing fossil fuel use by reducing food miles travelled and unnecessary packaging.  Nut tree varieties, 

such as almonds, walnuts, sweet chestnuts, hazelnuts, pine nuts and heartnuts, as well as apples, plums 

and pears recommended by the Agroforestry Research Trust in Dartington, have been planted in public 

spaces around Totnes, with designated guardians who nurture the trees.  Nut trees are very high yielding 

compared with crops such as wheat, and can be produced on much poorer grade soil.  In Lewes, a very 

successful weekly market that sources food grown from within a 30 mile radius started in July 2010.   

 

In Totnes, a food distribution hub was set up, based on the principles of Stroudco Foodhub.  Stroudco is a 

democratic, non-profit, food hub co-operative whose motives are to distribute food and encourage 

connections between local food producers and farmers with consumers and retailers.  They try to 

encourage the production and consumption of local, seasonal, organic produce and humanely reared meat 

(Stroudco, 2011).  Other initiatives include garden share schemes where people who do not have access to 

their own garden space, or anybody who would like to see their gardens become more productive can be 

brought together with local growers to share the fruits of their space and labour (Totnes Transition Town, 

2011).  Some examples are shown in Figure 5.6.1.1, below.   

 

  

http://projectdirt.com/group/blip
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Figure 5.6.1.1 Some examples of garden share schemes in Totnes Transition Town.  

Before and after pictures that demonstrate unused land cultivated to be productive.  

(Totnes Transition Town, 2011, garden share photo gallery) 

 

 

Food awareness is not restricted to the land either.  In Lewes there is a project to encourage people to eat 

fish from locally sourced, seasonal and sustainable stocks.  In Totnes, a responsible fish restaurant (RFR) 

guide was set up by Carline Bennett, owner of a restaurant group, Moshi Moshi after the successful take 

up of the idea in London.  Totnes TT was seen as an obvious choice for expansion of the idea since 

Totnes lies on the coast adjacent to important fishing grounds.  Sustainability of the fisheries is the aim of 

the restaurant-led project brought about by customer pressure for change.  They also talk to local 

fishermen about methods that will help to rebuild fish stocks and encourage restaurant owners and chefs 

to regard fish by category rather than species.   

 

There are countless other food related activities in the three TTs considered here, such as trying to 

establish whether each TT or the even the U.K. has the ability to feed itself, seed swaps and skill swaps 

and re-use centres that build on resilience in so many ways such as building social capital, species 

diversity, eco-system services, ecological variability, innovation, modularity, tight feedbacks and 

reducing fossil fuel dependence due to ‘food miles’ travelled, etc.   

 

 

5.6.2 Energy 

Energy consumption is being tackled in two ways; firstly by reducing the amount the TTs use and 

secondly to produce as much as possible locally and renewably.  Reduction of energy consumption is 

something that is being encouraged by individual households as well as organisations and businesses, as 

part of the Totnes Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP) (Totnes Transition Town, 2011).  One of the main 

aims of the energy group in Lewes is to reduce its reliance on fossil fuels.  In Brixton, they have a smart 

energy meter loan scheme so that residents can be more aware of how much energy they are using and 

where.  Large energy users which account for around 10% of energy consumption in the UK are already 

obliged under the CRC energy efficiency scheme to cut their energy emissions (DECC, 2011).  With the 
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energy used by households being roughly equivalent to a third of the total energy consumed in Europe 

(Farookhi, 2008), there is still a great deal to be done in energy reduction on an individual level, which is 

what the TT energy groups are trying to address.   

 

Renewable energy projects have included the bulk buying and installation of solar water heating systems 

through the Totnes TT.  In Lewes, apart from organising numerous events, their greatest energy group 

achievement was to set up the Ouse Valley Services Company (OVESCo) in 2010, one of the U.K.’s first 

community owned, zero carbon, renewable energy providers (OVESCo, 2011).  All forms of renewable 

energy are considered including sun, wind, water, earth, anaerobic digestion and biomass.  The success of 

OVESCo is evidenced by its activities which include giving advice to Lewes District Council and 

administering the town’s grants for insulation, heating and renewable energy.  Similarly the Brixton TT 

energy group met in June 2011 to explore the idea of setting up a community owned Energy Services 

Company (ESCO).   

 

All this leads to increased resilience by increasing modularity, diversity, social capital, innovation and 

acknowledging slow variables (such as climate change).   

 

 

5.6.3 Business and Economy 

Economic resilience is also an area that the TTs have been looking into.  It is a difficult area to approach 

and progress and has seen mixed success.  One of the most problematic of these projects has been the 

introduction of local currency within each TT, which has not proved as successful as had been hoped.  

The rationale behind the idea was to attempt to promote trade within the local community and smaller 

businesses to increase economic resilience and bring trade to local businesses rather than further fuelling 

large corporate monopolies.  All TTs have been faced with ‘teething problems’ with the local currency 

projects and all are still in the process of evolving and fine tuning their systems.  Another role for the TTs 

is the inclusion of local businesses to share their businesses expertise and investment to strengthen TT 

projects.  In Brixton there is an online market place called ‘Makerhood’ where local growers, makers and 

artists can have a virtual stall for their goods.  In Brixton a re-use centre is being set up that creatively 

redirects what would otherwise be waste for landfills into projects to reuse and repair items, such as 

furniture, bicycles and computers, etc.  The initiative aims to create voluntary and training opportunities 

in crafts, maintenance, marketing, sales, etc. and the responsible collection and redirection of 200 tonnes 

of waste p.a. for good purpose.   

 

Better banking is a very important aspect of economic resilience and shows there are alternative means to 

investment and financial security to being reliant on the usual banking system where there are little 

ethical considerations, as well as not being immune from financial crisis; something that may have been 

considered previous to the recent global economic collapse.  Community banking and saving in credit 

unions has seen growing interest and is a project that has proven to be very popular in Lewes.  As well as 

reduced vulnerability to bank collapse there is the advantage of greater ethical banking by not speculating 

on loans or encouraging debt.   
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The relatively new L&OVe group at Lewes is trying is trying to show the importance of the things that 

are vital to our wellbeing and that are being overlooked and lost.  These aspects are ecosystem services 

such as pollination, clean water, nutrient cycling, carbon storage, flood protection, etc.  The L&OVe 

group is trying to identify what aspects of these services are important for the local economy and one 

approach for this, has been to try to put an economic value on these services.  In some ways this approach 

might be seen as ironic.  Perhaps it is industrialised obsession to pursue monetary goals that has led to the 

demise of ecosystem services in the first place.  It could also be argued that perhaps it is the only way that 

these services will be valued and hence, protected in contemporary industrialised society.   

 

These monetary alternatives should increase economic resilience for the TTs through improved 

modularity against disasters such as global economic collapse such as we have seen recently, as well as 

increasing social capital, encouraging diversity, tight feedbacks and innovation.  And a positive outcome 

for the L&OVe ecosystem valuation would imply increased resilience through increased diversity, 

ecological variability, tight feedbacks, overlap in governance, acknowledging slow variables, innovation 

and ecosystem services.   

 

 

5.6.4 Transport 

Transport accounts for another third of our energy usage and is heavily dependent on fossil fuels with 

95% of the energy consumed being provided by oil (Totnes Transition Town, 2011).  The Totnes 

transport group try to establish environmentally sustainable transport solutions by bringing together a 

diverse cross-section of groups and organisations to discuss all aspects of travel and surrounding research 

to provide valuable improvements to policy and infrastructure.  Along with Energy, this is another area of 

on-going work for the Totnes EDAP, which aims to reduce the current U.K. average of 9 barrels of oil 

consumed per person per year, to just 1 one or less for the Totnes population, by 2030.  The Brixton TT is 

working with individuals, communities, businesses and government towards car free living to reduce 

noise and other pollution, provide safe environments for children to play, reduce the need to need to travel 

by having local communities and shops, safer and more pleasant cycle lanes with priority given to cyclists 

and pedestrians and increasing living space by having less cars on the road through increased car clubs 

and integrated public transport systems.  They also recently received funding to develop their own local 

cycle based delivery service and are trying to engage as many local businesses as possible in the scheme 

called Velocal (Brixton Transition Town, 2011).  

 

More efficient transportation systems and less cars on the road would increase resilience through 

increased diversity, ecological variability, social capital, innovation, modularity and ecosystem services.   

 

 

5.6.5 Building and Housing 

The main objectives for the Totnes TT Building group are to reduce consumption and to build more 

sustainably.  The group’s activities are divided into four main areas, planning, eco-construction, co-

housing and transition homes.  The planning sub-group is involved with local development plans for the 

town, the eco-construction sub-group deals with practical construction issues, the co-housing sub-group 
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deals with social sustainability and the transition homes sub-group is leading an innovative project to 

combine many aspects of transition such as sustainable local food production, low and renewable energy 

use, local and natural material use all combined with providing inexpensive housing for local people.  

This is a very important model that could exemplify homes with inherent resilience through innovation 

and building on social capital.   

 

 

5.6.6 Heart and Soul 

Outer transition is undoubtedly important, but inner transition is perhaps the foundation that allows 

society to change sustainably, which is what the Heart and Soul groups are concerned with.  Societal 

change could perhaps be the most difficult yet invisible hurdle to be crossed.  In an interview with a 

Lewes TT member, the interviewee felt that an inner ‘consciousness change’ was the crucial step 

necessary for people to really change and embrace the TT concept, rather than more external and obvious 

lifestyle changes.  This invisible hurdle is perhaps one of the most difficult to determine aspects of 

transition but an important one nevertheless.  There is a lot of expertise brought in by TT members from 

different social disciplines such as psychology, social workers, group facilitators, therapists, people in 

faith groups, etc. that have been utilised to good effect in providing ideas and support for individual, 

group and community inner growth.  This foundation provides increased resilience through social capital, 

overlap in governance and innovation.    

 

 

5.6.7 Education 

Totnes TT have worked with primary and secondary schools increasing awareness about TTs as well as 

getting 20-30 requests per year from higher education college and university researchers, worldwide, 

interested in getting personal, first –hand information regarding transition ideas.  They also have a 

transition section in the Totnes public library which houses a large and very popular collection of 

transition-related books and film.  As well as that, Totnes TT are working with higher education 

establishments to introduce more formal training such as the MSc Economics in Transition at 

Schumacher college, Dartington.  The public libraries in both Brixton and Lewes also have dedicated 

spaces for Brixton and Lewes TT related topics, respectively.   

 

These activities lead to increasing TT awareness, and building on resilience through increased innovation 

and social capital.   

 

 

5.6.8 Waste 

Reduction of waste is very important in making grounds towards reducing climate change effects and is 

an area that perhaps also overlaps with the inner transition of Heart and Soul group, as well as the  

energy group for biomass use.  The aim is to reduce waste, to deal with as much waste locally as possible 

and also to recycle as much as possible.  There are numerous ongoing projects within the Lewes TT to 

effect these ideas which could lead to increased resilience through innovation (new ideas for waste reuse), 

modularity and acknowledging the slow variable of climate change.   
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5.6.9 Steering Groups & Hubs 

The steering groups play a valuable role in propagating the inclusive and evolutionary nature of TTs.  

This is shown by the Lewes operating principles that have no blueprint but rather adapt the method to suit 

the situation, which includes not being afraid to make mistakes and to learn from them.  Other principles 

include having no hierarchy but making group decisions, being responsible and transparent about those  

decisions, learning from other initiatives, collaborating, understanding that sometimes one is a learner and 

other times a teacher and working at a natural momentum on enjoyable projects.   

 

Working to such flexible and tolerant principles enables a framework that is more sustainable and 

appealing to a wider reaching audience.  The framework itself shows increased resilience due to its 

diverse, innovative nature that also shows overlap in governance.   

 

 

5.7 Questions for Transition Town Members 

The following questions were put to the TT members to compare their opinions and experiences with the 

research interpretations (section 5.6) of how and where resilience had been incorporated into transition 

town activities: 

 

 

 

5.8 Summary & Discussion of TT Members’ Responses to Questions 

5.8.1. What training or self teaching do you have on the subject of resilience? 

The term resilience is widely used in the TT movement and it was suspected that the term means slightly 

different things to different people, given the different replies to answers (see Appendix 1) and the 

different levels of theoretical or practical experience of the word.  With only three TT members used the 

results cannot show overwhelmingly conclusive evidence that this is the case in all TTs, but the 

information here combined with that gathered whilst attending the TT conference in Liverpool in July 

2011 during informal discussions, suggested that there are slight variations in interpretation of the term.  

This is not surprising, since even within the academic literature itself the same holds true, that the term is 

interpreted in different ways, as already discussed in Chapter 2 – Resilience.   

 

The term resilience, as used by the TT interviewees and also from informal discussion from the TT 

conference in Liverpool in July 2011, appears to refer mainly to a combination of diversity and 

interconnectedness, between different environmental, social and economic aspects of daily life.   

1. What training or self teaching do you have on the subject of resilience? 

2. In what ways are existing TT activities encompassing resilience? 

3. What do you think those activities might look like without resilience incorporated? 

4. What effect do you think activities that are resilient have on sustainability? 

5. What else could be done to incorporate more resilience? 
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5.8.2. In what ways are existing TT activities encompassing resilience? 

Interviewee 1 centred this answer on food resilience which reinforces what was said earlier in this chapter 

about food perhaps being the single most important aspect of TTs.  The interviewee also talked about the 

important role that the Totnes pound (T£) had in helping to generate local trade and increased economic 

resilience, which had apparently lessened the impact that the global economic collapse might have had 

without a strong local community and trade and which seemed to inflict to a greater extent on 

neighbouring towns.  

 

Interviewee 2 (Colin Tingle) felt the Lewes £ had not been wholly successful in strengthening the 

resilience of the local community.  They have undoubtedly learnt a great deal about its shortcomings.  

The fact that it during its set up the potential mechanisms by which it would help increase local trade such 

that it was sufficiently advantageous to use, had not been adequately considered.  For the Lewes pound 

(L£) to increase resilience and for local traders to be able to compete with global giants, further TT work 

needs to focus on the advantages that local trade can offer over big business, to increase local resilience 

and compete in the tough market.   

 

Interviewee 3 from Lewes felt that resilience advocates embracing change; meaning also that TTs would 

be at an advantage since societal change is looking increasingly inevitable.   

 

 

5.8.3. What do you think those activities might look like without resilience incorporated?  

Interviewee 1 thought that without the resilience thinking TT activities would look very different.  It is 

the realisation that our resilience is at stake that is at the core of TT thinking and the underlying success 

of TTs is attributable to the fact that we are in an age of peak oil and climate change.   

 

Similarly, interviewee 3 also considered that without resilience, TTs would look very different and more 

like traditional campaign groups.  In essence then, that could be interpreted as meaning the same as 

interviewee 1 since the difference with traditional campaign groups and TTs is that the latter have climate 

change, peak oil and resilience at their core.  Interviewee 3 felt the advantage that TTs had over 

traditional campaign or ‘green’ groups was that the latter advocated adopting an ethical stance where one 

had to ‘do good’ for the benefit of the planet and there were not enough people willing to make the 

personal sacrifices for this to work.  The advantage that TTs have however, is that they offer a vested 

interest; that of a gain in personal and community resilience.   

 

5.8.4. What effect do you think activities that are resilient have on sustainability? 

Interviewee 1 from Totnes felt that all activities that incorporate resilience are sustainable, without 

exception, although resilience has more to it than sustainability alone because they bring all round 

benefits to the environment, social structures as well the economy.  Equally however, the interviewee felt 

that resilience could be used to the advantage of exploitative corporations to weather the storm of 

economic crises.   
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Interviewee 2, Colin Tingle felt that this question was not really framed in the right way.  It is not the 

activities that should be considered as resilient but rather TT activities are undertaken to change existing, 

so called sustainable development practices to becoming more resilient.  As discussed in Chapter 2- 

Resilience, systems can be sustainable but can still collapse because they are not resilient.  By 

incorporating increased resilience into a sustainable system we do in fact increase the long term 

sustainability of the system, as long as we bear in mind that increased rigidity can occur and that the 

system needs to take into account the feedbacks that warn about collapse.  The system still needs to retain 

degrees of flexibility that allow the system to evolve so it does not collapse into a new and undesirable 

state.   

 

To interviewee 3, sustainability implied keeping the status quo, but resilience implied a willing to change; 

for less, materially.  That was interpreted as meaning sustainability by itself was an undesirable situation 

since the TT movement is about change, so resilience would challenge practices which were only 

sustainable in the short term.   

 

 

5.8.5. What else could be done to incorporate more resilience? 

Interviewee 1 suggested three ways in which greater resilience could be incorporated into local 

communities.  The first was to facilitate a well connected network or system that made it easier for 

farmers and growers to sell directly to local retailers.  Currently, in the U.K. the situation that exists relies 

to a great extent on huge centralised distribution depots that the large supermarkets use.  These are very 

susceptible to shocks, with little resilience (Soil Association, 2009).  The second example highlighted the 

poor state of energy efficiency in U.K. homes, especially within rented accommodation where there was 

no incentive for landlords to provide energy efficient homes.  This situation will be worsened by 

increasing fuel prices and shows little resilience at the moment.  The third example highlighted the fact 

that although fuel prices are set to rise, public transport services were being cut and cycle lanes were 

inadequate leaving cyclists, only dangerous roads to contend with.  This is not a situation that would 

encourage more people to use cycling as a transport option.  Improvement to both bus services and cycle 

lanes would increase resilience.   

 

Interviewee 3 felt that more resilience first requires an inner desire on a personal level, to want to change.  

There already exists many initiatives that show increased resilience and which do not get the support they 

warrant.  Inner change could be achieved through experiential pathways, which would imply living the 

change and could be brought about by events even as simple as watching inspirational films about 

different situations and alternative lifestyles.   

 

Interviewee 2 (Colin Tingle) discussed a very new scheme in the Lewes TT to put a monetary value on 

ecosystem services.  This is something that the United Nations is investigating, called The Economics of 

Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) (U.N., 2010).  At first he was loathe to put a monetary value on 

something as fundamentally important to the wellbeing of people and the planet, as ecosystem services.  

However, the attitude of industrialised nations in putting financial considerations above everything else is 
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a situation that has gradually changed his viewpoint.  Perhaps a monetary value is the only effective way 

that credibility and weight can be given to this critical function.   

 

 

5.9 Effect on Sustainability 

The activities of the TTs appear to show that they have embedded resilience into the core of their 

activities.  Section 5.8 shows the many ways in which the TT activities show increased resilience.  Has 

that embedded resilience contributed to sustainability?  To reiterate the U.K. government definition on 

sustainable development: 

 

 

The first point of using up resources too fast is one of the underlying reasons for the emergence of 

transition towns, i.e. peak oil.  It is not just oil that we are using up too fast however, we are chopping 

down tropical rainforests at a rate of 1.5 acres per second (Rainforest Facts, 2011), collapsing the worlds 

fisheries with more than 70% of global fish stocks either collapsed over fished or significantly depleted 

(Greenpeace International, 2011), eroding topsoil at a rate of 25 million acres per year (Radford, 2004), 

the list is endless and shocking.   

 

The second part of the definition that refers to integrating environmental, social and economic goals also 

features heavily in all TT activities and sub groups, which are dedicated to tackling these issues through 

specialised focus groups.  These focus groups’ activities are overseen by the TT itself, which integrates 

the sub-groups’ activities so that all aspects of community life, environmental, social and economic are 

considered, such as seed swap or growers/farmers market days.  Such simple activities knit together 

whole communities of all ages and interests, add to environment resilience by appreciating the importance 

of ecological variety and cost very little to run, yet can demonstrate to people that economic resilience is 

not always about monetary exchange.  The TTs themselves are further networked to other TTs in their 

sharing of information, in a way that could be described in resilience terms, as modularity.  The TTs are 

undoubtedly appealing and therefore, successful due to a large extent in their inclusive approach.  Perhaps 

though, the resilience elements incorporated into TTs add the extra dimensions which make their 

strategies stand up to the tests of rapid change and fierce commercial competition.  Without these 

resilience aspects the TTs might just appear the same as conventional campaign groups and perhaps 

would not be as appealing or as integrated, resulting in the limited success that such groups achieve.  The 

success of TTs, on the other hand is evident in the very rapid uptake of the idea, which has spread to over 

300 initiatives in the U.K. and hundreds globally, in the space of only a few years (Transition Network, 

2011).  To some extent these extra dimensions of TTs could well be attributed to permaculture ideology, 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present, without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

 

“It means not using up resources faster than the planet can replenish or re-stock them, 

and joining up economic, social and environmental goals.” 
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but from Table 5.3.1 there appeared to be distinct attributes unique to resilience such as modularity, 

innovation and overlap in governance.  Perhaps also, it is this last aspect, overlap in governance, that 

gives TTs a very important edge over conventional governance structures.  There is a danger that in 

becoming too specialised, there is far greater system rigidity which increases the likelihood of collapse.  

With overlapping governance there is wider reaching and more integrated, ‘future proof’ planning 

involved, that comes from diversity of thought.   

 

The aim of this study was to investigate the extent to which the concept of resilience is incorporated into 

Transition Town initiatives and if this is the case, whether that makes them more sustainable.  After  

careful consideration of all the aspects within this study, sustainability, resilience, the TTs and their 

activities and analysis of the TT members comments, it seems likely that the incorporation of resilience in 

transition towns not only increases their sustainability, but perhaps it could also be speculated that the 

greater the incorporated resilience, the greater the sustainability of TTs.   
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions 

 

6.1 Aim and Summary of the Research Process  

The aim of the dissertation was to establish the extent to which the concept of resilience is incorporated 

into Transition Town initiatives and if this is the case, whether that makes them more sustainable.   

 

To put the research into context, the process first looked at the many aspects of resilience in order to 

explain this complex concept, to clarify the numerous interpretations of this word and to establish a clear 

understanding of what is meant by resilience within this work.  A similar approach was adopted in trying 

to define and summarise the main purpose, structure and principles of transition towns, since their 

formation is relatively new.  This also served to provide an up to date ‘outsiders’ interpretation of TTs.  

The third aspect of the process was to define what is meant by sustainability and particularly how the 

latter term is used by the U.K. government, since this defines the research aim.   

 

 

6.2 Key Findings of the Research 

 There are principles within permaculture, resilience and transition towns that overlap with one 

another.  It is understandable that there exist overlaps between TTs and permaculture, since the former 

stems in part, from permaculture.  That there are many overlapping principles between permaculture and 

resilience is perhaps more interesting to note.  However, there are still significant and unique ideas that 

exist within the resilience concept that differ from both TT and permaculture principles and which add 

extra dimensions to TTs and their activities.  The most unique elements that seemed to arise from 

resilience were modularity, innovation and overlap in governance.  These seemed to be ideas that came 

uniquely from the (Walter and Salt, 2006) resilience principles rather than from the principles of TT or 

permaculture.   

 

 From this research work, the extra dimensions arising from resilience thinking, appeared to impart 

elements of ‘future proofing’ to the TTs, which make the latter more attractive to a wider audience.  This 

is evidenced by the rapid uptake of the TT idea, with over 300 initiatives in the U.K. and hundreds 

globally and also to the fact that many local councils are increasingly collaborating with TTs.  Without 

resilience incorporated the TTs would be quite different and more like traditional campaign groups with 

the limited success and narrower appeal that such latter organisations encounter.  From the results in 

Chapter 5, it appears that the concept of resilience is indeed incorporated into TTs.  Secondly, it also 

appears that the overall effect of this resilience to increase the sustainability of TTs, as defined by the 

U.K. definition of sustainability.  Finally, the results suggest that not only does the incorporation of 

resilience in transition towns increase their sustainability, but that perhaps the greater the incorporated 

resilience, the greater also the sustainability of TTs.  To properly ascertain whether this is true or not, 

would need revisiting of the theory and the TTs after some years.   
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 The TT members’ interview responses suggested that there were slight differences in interpretation of 

the term, resilience.  This is not surprising given the academic literature itself has many interpretations of 

this term.  Another explanation for this could be that although the term is used extensively in TT thinking, 

the term is not formally defined in the transition network website.  Mostly the way the term was used by 

the TT members interviewed, as well as during informal discussions with members at a TT conference in 

Liverpool, in July 2011, it seems that the term resilience is interpreted to mean a combination of both 

diversity and interconnectedness between environmental, social and economic aspects of life.   

 

 

6.3 Limitations of the Research  

Only three TT members were interviewed, which restricted the ability to gather more definitive evidence 

or perhaps other findings.  Although many more members were approached, considerations such as the 

fact that essentially all TT members are volunteers with their own work commitments, research being 

carried out over the summer months and the particular TTs approached are very prominent and therefore 

inundated with requests for information from interested parties and other researchers, meant that 

unfortunately, other pre-arranged interviews and further requests for interviews did not occur.   

 

 

6.4 Further Work & Recommendations 

 There are undoubtedly some very important aspects to resilience thinking that the whole sustainability 

or sustainable development discourse can benefit from.  With events such as the global economic 

collapse, the recent rioting and looting in Britain’s large cities (The Guardian, 2011), climate related 

natural disasters, there is perhaps a pattern of collapse emerging as the earths resilience is being eroded.  

Schumpeter’s (1950) ‘creative destruction’ state that we perhaps are in now, should be used to create 

better environmental, social and economic conditions, rather than desperately trying to continue ‘business 

as usual’ and waiting for the economy to recover.  It is not enough for National Policy Frameworks to be 

wrapped in the ‘cosmetic environmentalism’ that nourishes our addiction to economic growth.  As 

Erntson et al. (2009) suggest, it is time to change “yesterday’s industrial economy and current innovative 

economy (that accepts waste and the erosion of ecosystems), to an ‘ecological economy.’”  It is perhaps 

not coincidental that when the U.K. government talk about integrating the three ‘pillars’ of the economy, 

society and environment, that the economy is listed first and the environment last.  A reversal of this 

situation is needed if we are to halt the runaway, current trend of ecological, social and economic 

resilience erosion.  Given our prioritisation of the economy above all else, perhaps the only realistic way 

that we can achieve this is by using the new approach that the U.N. TEEB organisation (TEEB, 2011)and 

Lewes L&OVe group are working on; to put economic value on ecosystem services.   

 

 Valuable lessons can be learnt about good governance from the transition movement’s community 

building approach and administered at the very highest government levels.  To have a system where a 

“best strategy” is used, does not work in the long term.  Resilience thinking appreciates that change is the 

norm which means that the ‘goalposts’ are continually shifting.  Overlapping governance structures that 

enable innovation and discourse between multi-disciplinary stakeholders is a more resilient approach.  



41 
 

Due to the highly complex way our societies operate it is not possible for single bodies and governments 

to have full control or understanding of the complexities and consequences of urbanisation.  What is 

needed is for government to not only pay lip service to TT activities, but to actually implement some of 

their strategies, principles and overlapping governance structures within its own working practices.   

 

 To avoid confusion and for the sake of clarity, it would be worthwhile for the transition network to 

establish what they want resilience to mean to their organisation and activities and perhaps have a 

definition on their website of what it means and perhaps even more importantly, what it does not mean.  

The term is a very significant one, as is the term sustainability and it would be an unfortunate loss to have 

it similarly co-opted and abused as has so often been the case for the term sustainability or sustainable 

development.   

 

 It would be useful to build on this research and to conduct more in-depth interviews with a much 

greater number of TT members from many different TT initiatives and to compare these findings with 

future ones to see whether increased resilience is more apparent and does affect the degree of 

sustainability of TT activities.    
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Appendix 1 

Resilience and Transition Town Answers 

 

 

Interviewee 1 - Email Response - Totnes TT Member 

1. What training or self teaching do you have on the subject of resilience? 

When the Transition Town Totnes movement began in 2006, Rob Hopkins ran a course called "Skilling 

up for Power Down," for people who wanted to be community activists, to understand and explore the 

ideas around Transition and Resilience, and discuss what practical ideas could work within the town.  It 

was a 10-week course, one evening a week, and was absolutely brilliant.  The first few weeks covered 

ideas around climate change and peak oil, and then we went on to discuss Resilience, in practical terms.  

We looked at the resilience of ecosystems where food webs had multiple links, compared to more 

vulnerable ecosystems reliant on just a few species. We then took this lesson and applied it to our own 

lives.  

 

Soon, after, for my work with the Gaia Foundation and the African Biodiversity Network (ABN), we 

started to talk about the importance of "Resilience" for communities in Africa as they deal with the 

pressures of climate change, rising food prices and ecosystem loss.  Our work with communities was 

influenced by this thinking, and as a result, the ABN developed their Climate, Seed and Knowledge 

(CSK) programme, which you can watch on video, called "The Kamburu Story" on You Tube.  

 

Years later, working with Gaia, I came into regular contact with the Stockholm Resilience Centre, and 

realised that there was a whole lot more to "Resilience thinking" than I had appreciated.  First of all Mike 

Jones from the Stockholm Resilience Centre gave an afternoon powerpoint presentation, where I first 

learned about alphas, omegas, mobius strips, rigidity traps and suchlike.  Then, a few months later, Mike 

came to Kenya to give a 4-day workshop where we explored the links between ABN's work and 

Resilience thinking.  And then soon after that, I participated in a 2-day workshop with IIED on Food 

Sovereignty and Resilience Theory, where we explored the links (and saw mobius strips etc) all over 

again.  After a while, I began to feel that maybe I was getting a handle on these ideas, but I still struggle a 

bit to get the really "technical" Resilience thinking and apply it to the real world and practical activities.  

 

 

2. In what ways are existing TT activities encompassing resilience? 

I can talk in particular about the work of the Food Group in Totnes.  All of our activities are designed to 

increase the resilience of the community to shocks to the food system, and in particular to make us 

resilient to potential rising food prices from peak oil.  

 

The first activities we started with involved planting nut trees in public spaces, to bring out the idea that 

public spaces can be a source of freely-available food, and in particular valuable protein.  We have now 

planted out 150 nut trees in public spaces, including walnuts, hazel nuts, almonds and sweet chestnuts, 

and these were developed by the Agroforestry Research Trust (based in nearby Dartington) to mature 



2 
 

quickly and be resilient to climate change.  In addition to planting nut trees (and now fruit trees) in public 

spaces, we have the Incredible Edibles project, where volunteers are invited to grow veg on raised beds, 

and passers-by and the public are invited to take and use the food.  In addition, we have the Healthy 

Futures project, where a community garden was developed, and volunteers are invited to grow and take 

food.  This has been developed in collaboration with the local doctors' surgery.  The doctors wanting to 

prescribe exercise to their patients, have been prescribing gardening as part of this. 

 

Other activities based in town were about increasing people's access to growing spaces for food.  So we 

supported the campaign for new allotments (which was successful) and also developed the Garden Share 

project.  This is where people who have gardens, but may be too elderly or busy to tend them, are 

connected with people who would like gardens in which to grow food.  The two come to an agreement on 

how much of the food is shared with the garden owner.  Both end up benefiting, and people have been 

absolutely delighted with the project.  The project actually became the inspiration for Hugh Fearnley-

Whittingstall's "Land Share" scheme.  

 

We've also been running courses in how to garden and grow vegetables.  These activities are about 

increasing peoples' access to food and growing spaces, and thus increasing the town's resilience and 

ability to feed itself amid rising food prices. 

 

Our second phase of activities looked further afield, at the farmers and the links that local producers have 

with the town.  We wanted to ensure that if a national food crisis hit, people in Totnes would not be 

dependent on supermarket food, flown in thousands of miles, processed, packaged, refrigerated, and 

transported in-and-out of just a few national depots before coming here.  The farmers' fuel strikes in 2000 

brought home how vulnerable these just-in-time supply systems were, and how if deprived of fuel, the 

country could run out of food within just 3 days.  While Totnes already has good locally-owned shops, 

sourcing locally-grown food, we knew that much more needed to be done to really meet the town's needs.  

 

Our first project was a Local Food Directory.  This listed shops, stalls, restaurants, cafes, hotels and 

B&Bs which sold local food.  It also listed producers who were able to do direct retail.  The idea was to 

channel more support to these retailers, and to encourage them that sourcing local food means good 

business.  

 

We have now moved into a phase that I am particularly proud of, with the FoodLink project.  The process 

is about talking to retailers and farmers, and finding out which local products retailers would like more of.  

The project came about because farmers told us they did not have the time or energy to do market 

research, and so did not know what the opportunities were out there for meeting retailers' and shoppers' 

needs.  Meanwhile, retailers tell us that they would like to get hold of more local food, but they can't 

always get the items they want in sufficient quantity, or at certain times of year, and they don't know the 

farmers to ask them.  Through the FoodLink project, this information is collected, and then shared with 

local farmers, who can then know that they have a market for their produce, or even expand into new 

items if they are so inclined.  We also arrange meetings between farmers and retailers, which have been 

hugely successful, as they realise there is huge potential for them to meet each others' needs.  Ultimately, 
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we'd like to see as much food as possible in Totnes shops and restaurants grown locally, with strong 

connections between farmers and retailers.  

 

This has led us on to the Food Hub project, which is still awaiting funds.  It will be an online system 

where small-scale producers can list their items available each week online (e.g. 40 kg courgettes, 30 kg 

apples) and consumer members can place their order online (e.g. 1 kg courgettes).  This gets delivered all 

on the same day to a central drop-off point and gets sorted for pick-up.  The local school in a more 

deprived area of Totnes will hopefully be used as the drop-off point, which we hope will encourage 

parents who usually shop in supermarkets, to access this local and affordable source of food.  

 

In addition, TTT is also exploring the possibility of our own local wind energy source (with a 

community-owned company) and there has been a very successful initiative to put 150 solar PV panels on 

houses' roofs in Totnes, to reduce their reliance on fossil fuel.  

 

I also want to talk a bit about economic resilience, which has been a factor in much of our decision-

making.  Totnes has many small, locally-owned shops, and very few chain stores.  The town's resilience 

through the economic crisis has been remarkable.  While other towns found their chain stores collapsing 

around them, with boarded-up shop fronts growing monthly on the high streets, locally-owned shops in 

Totnes have not suffered the same fate, and the economy of the town as a whole has stayed bouyant.  

Furthermore, as many of these shops source local produce, this has ensured that local farmers' incomes 

are also secure.  The Totnes Pound initiative takes this idea further, and builds on the New Economics 

Foundation's (NEF) concept of the "local economic multiplier".  If I spend £5 in the local Morrison's 

supermarket, that money goes straight to head office and does not get spent in the town.  But if I pay that 

five pounds to a local butcher, who pays that 5 pounds to a local farmer, who pays that 5 pounds to a local 

baker, who then spends it at a local grocer, that £5 has benefited the community by £20.  This is the basis 

of the Totnes pound, and why many residents also chose to support their local shops and market stalls. 

 

 

3. What do you think those activities might look like without resilience incorporated? 

I do think that our activities would look rather different if we had not realised that our resilience is at 

stake in an age of peak oil.  "Local Food" has been a growing concept in the environmental movement, 

but mostly for "food miles" reasons, and in particular climate change.  But the threat of peak oil, and our 

own vulnerability, puts a new urgency on the work, and the need to think more strategically about food 

systems as a whole, to go beyond tokenism.  I actually doubt that the Transition Town movement would 

have taken off in the way it has if our vulnerability, and the corresponding need for resilience, had not 

been part of the equation.  

 

 

4. What effect do you think activities that are resilient have on sustainability? 

I think, that for the most part (I don’t know of any exceptions), activities that build resilience ARE 

sustainable.  All the activities I can think of in Totnes would certainly be counted as "sustainable", in that 

they bring ecological, social and economic benefits.  But "resilience" goes beyond sustainability.  It 



4 
 

places activities in a context that is linked to both the future and the territory, and brings out the need for 

planning.  

 

Of course, Resilience Thinking can also be applied by harmful corporations looking to ensure that they 

survive the economic crisis, so perhaps resilience and sustainability do not always go together.  

 

 

5. What else could be done to incorporate more resilience? 

Well, with the recent economic upheavals hitting the US and EU credit ratings, plus all the rioting and 

looting in the UK, I have started to wonder if maybe all the scary predictions might be starting to come 

true... And that means if we really are facing dramatic economic change, then we need to scale up our 

work... fast!  

 

On food, I would like to see a well-connected network of farmers, who can, if needs be, switch over to 

selling to local shops and markets.  We have not quite got the infrastructure and information necessary to 

handle a sudden change here in Totnes, but in a sense, we are on our way to building those networks. 

 

There is always more that could be done to help homes become more energy-efficient, and in particular 

less dependent on fuel in winter.  One of the main stumbling blocks (for me at least, living in rented 

accommodation) is that there are currently no incentives for landlords to switch over to PV roofs or 

increase insulation.  Those of us that do not have retro-fitted homes will be more vulnerable to the 

planned fuel price hikes (gas prices will be going up 18% this winter apparently.) 

 

Transport - tragically, bus services in the local area have been cut, and this will mean problems for those 

in rural areas, who either don’t have cars or may struggle with rising fuel prices.  Cycle lanes in the area 

are not great either, and the roads are fast, narrow, bendy and extremely hilly - pretty scary for anyone 

other than the most experienced cyclists.  So, more bus services and cycle lanes would be great.  
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Interviewee 2 - Interpretation of Telephone Interview - Lewes TT Member (Colin Tingle)  

1. What training or self teaching do you have on the subject of resilience?  

Colin had no formal teaching on the subject of resilience but having a background in applied ecology he 

was used to the word ‘floating around’ even though it was perhaps not defined in strict sense. Since being 

involved with the Lewes TT since it was started in 2006, however, the word has been used extensively 

and he felt that it was a very important descriptor in the context of both ecological and social 

sustainability.  In TT terms the word is very prominent and used in relation to many issues that TTs are 

addressing, including the economy.   

 

 

2. In what ways are existing TT activities encompassing resilience?  

Colin stated that all the TT issues hover around the cores themes of climate change and peak oil.  

Undoubtedly, resilience is being increasingly focussed on as an important factor to consider in relation to 

successful ‘transition’.  The term comes up a lot when they have had discussions around about the Lewes 

Pound (L£).  There was a big launch event for the L£ which engendered a good deal of enthusiasm for the 

local currency and a significant number of local traders signed up to start using it.  But about 1.5 years 

after its launch (coinciding with, but not necessarily related to, the global economic recession), circulation 

of the L£ diminished and many local traders found that it was not helping them to increase trade or 

localisation of product sourcing and that it was a bit of a nuisance to have to take care of two different 

currencies.  Colin’s perception is that the problem lay in its set up, which had not properly researched 

potential mechanisms by which it would help increase local trade such that it was sufficiently 

advantageous to use.  The problem was how they were to embed the L£ in the local economy in a 

meaningful way.  It seemed that the L£ highlighted the issue of localisation of trade, but didn’t provide an 

adequate mechanism to put this into practice unless people were already ideologically motivated enough 

to consider the currency a valuable long term strategy.  Thus, despite the L£ being seen as a force to 

provide resilience within the local economy (in terms of helping to increase trade for local independent 

outlets and to localise trade), it had not succeeded in doing this.  Now however, the L£ CIC (Community 

Interest Company, which evolved from the TT currency group) is trying to work out where to focus 

action next and how to improve the project so as to enhance the resilience of local independent traders to 

the threats to their businesses, posed by climate change and peak oil.  This resilience is low by 

comparison with the big chain stores and supermarkets partly because of the economies of scale 

squeezing their margins.  The L£ CIC is in the process of working with local traders to try to find ways 

for the L£ to support them, not so much perhaps in its use but in persuading people to use local traders 

more.  Helping local traders can still be possible without the L£ being the key mechanism, e.g. by helping 

local farmers and traders get together with retailers and consumers.   

 

Lewes TT has always looked into what impact climate change and peak oil are likely to have on traders.  

Things like reducing carbon emissions and how local traders source goods from local producers in the 

face of tough competition from the ‘big boys’ who can very easily undercut their trade, is a very complex 

issue.  Resilience comes in on a number of different levels.   
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3. What do you think those activities might look like without resilience incorporated?  

The activities mentioned above, i.e. the L£ is not really helping provide resilience for the local economy 

or looking resilient itself, at the moment.  This is likely to be due to the lack of consideration given to it at 

the start of how it might have worked in the local economy.    

 

 

4. What effect do you think activities that are resilient have on sustainability? 

Colin felt that this question was not really framed in the right way, as he saw resilience for TTs being 

about trying to ensure that the low carbon economy and fairer, more equal society resulting from the 

transition process, is itself resilient.  Activities undertaken by Transition groups are not usually set up to 

be 'resilient' per se. Activities are undertaken as part of the transition to a more sustainable society i.e. one 

that shows more resilience in the face of the issues of climate change and peak oil by being low carbon. 

The transition movement is aiming to achieve sustainable development that is resilient i.e. unlikely to 

succumb to any pressures that may be likely to reduce future sustainability.  He felt that climate change is 

a driver for the transformations.  The question is how to mitigate and adapt to climate change.  Climate 

change requires thinking about the resilience of any proposed solutions.   

 

 

5. What else could be done to incorporate more resilience? 

Recently the TTL has established a Lewes & Ouse Valley eco-nomics (L&OVe) group which Colin is 

involved with, which was specifically set up to look at the issues of what a local economy can get from a 

healthy local environment.  That is an issue that is fundamentally about the resilience of pathways being 

defended.  Including people and communities in finding appropriate pathways is important, but by not 

taking into account the economic value of ecosystem services we are constantly eroding the wellbeing of 

the planet.  Within the current paradigm, business and other decision-makers (and to a large extent the 

public) only think in terms of how economic it is to do things like mine materials and to build houses etc., 

without looking at things like flood protection, soil erosion, carbon sequestration, the importance of pure 

water etc., in relation to the economy.  These are the things that we have taken for granted in western 

industrialised societies.  Now these ‘ecosystem services’ are showing signs of serious decline due to 

degradation of the environment and the ecological processes and functions which underpin provision of 

these ‘services’.  Climate change is just a symptom of that degradation process.  Now the Lewes L&OVe 

group have started to engage local enterprises to examine what they get from local ecosystems and how 

important that is to their business.  For example, every business in Lewes uses water to varying extents 

and of course mostly they have to pay for it, but very few realise that it comes from aquifers under the 

chalk downs.  Hence, in Lewes they are completely dependent on the way that the Down lands are 

managed for getting pure water and for the quantities involved too.  So these are the kinds of issues that 

the L&OVe group are trying to bring up.  They will be trying to get local authorities and communities to 

recognise that degrading the local environment is counterproductive for the resilience of the local 

economy, “like cutting off the legs of the chair we are sitting on.”  That whole process was felt to be an 

early days lesson about looking at resilience issues which are fundamental for a move towards a 

sustainable society, both locally and globally.  
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One of the concerns within the L&OVe group (and of Colin’s) is that as part of the ‘valuation of nature’ 

process we are yet again putting a monetary value on something that should be perceived as having value 

of far greater importance than money.  But his attitude has changed over the decade or more since he first 

started to read about valuing ecosystem services financially.  This is because of the pre-eminence of 

financial valuation of almost everything across the globe and in consideration of the lack of interest that 

he has observed over that decade by many diverse groups, including local authorities, in projects that do 

not demonstrate a monetary value.  If the economy can take into account how important the ecosystem 

and the environment are, including in monetary terms, through revised national accounting systems then 

it may be possible to completely change the whole existing system by redefining what is ‘economic’.  

Suddenly, it would become uneconomic to cut down trees because of the value in what they provide as 

woodlands/forests in terms of ‘services’ to local economies and the global economy, rather than 

protecting trees being something only for the realm of ‘environmentalists’ who do not need to be taken 

too seriously.  The U.N. TEEB (United Nations, The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity) process 

is investigating these issues. 
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Interviewee 3 - Interpretation of Telephone Interview - Lewes TT Member  

1. What training or self teaching do you have on the subject of resilience? 

The interviewee had a permaculture diploma so within that course the person had come across the term.  

To the interviewee, resilience meant a willingness to make do with less, materially.  

 

 

2. In what ways are existing TT activities encompassing resilience? 

Some of the transition towns do not really understand the transition thinking so some of them focus on 

things like carbon emissions, going green, requiring people to change. The interviewee felt that this is not 

the purpose of transition.  Generally transition is about resilience rather than sustainability.  Sustainability 

is about the continuation of a similar way of life.  Resilience encompasses and is about significant change.  

Change is becoming increasingly likely, so resilience is therefore more important that sustainability. 

Sustainability was not seen as a possible, realistic or ethical target since it was felt that our existing 

lifestyle is the very cause of all the climate change-related trouble.  More people are realising that change 

is going to happen so resilience was seen to be a very appropriate response.  

 

 

3. What do you think those activities might look like without resilience incorporated? 

The interviewee felt those activities would look more like those of traditional campaigning groups.  For 

example, in the South East there is a woman getting a lot of government money persuading people to go 

green.  This persuasion involved lots of targets with numbers.  The thinking behind it all was that change 

happens linearly and if you get enough people involved everyone will eventually get the message and go 

‘green.’  That strategy creates a separation between the person giving the message and the person 

receiving it. The great thing about resilience is that there is a personal incentive that builds both personal 

and community resilience. Whereas being ‘green’ is about being worthy and doing the ‘right thing’ to 

benefit the planet.  The interviewee felt that not enough people are motivated by these tactics for it to 

work.  Resilience is about improving lives and getting fitter in numerous ways.  There are personal 

benefits to resilience.  The interviewee felt that most humans are not motivated by ethical values, whereas 

resilience can be a great motivator.  In the U.K. we have lost that sense of connection and 

interdependence that puts in touch with one another and allows us to realise that when one person is 

suffering, then everyone is suffering too.  We have lost touch with the land, community and each other.   

 

 

4. What effect do you think activities that are resilient have on sustainability? 

To the interviewee sustainability implied a desire to keep things going as usual, whereas resilience 

implied a willingness to make do with less, materially. If a system needed to become more resilient with 

food as well as more sustainable, the solution might be the same but the intention would be quite 

different.  The interviewee did not like the term sustainable since the concept had been corrupted by 

business.   
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5. What else could be done to incorporate more resilience? 

The interviewee felt that inner change was required first.  Before you actually do practical stuff you have 

to have a change in your heart.  This could be as simple as enjoying camping instead of going on a 

luxurious holiday.  True resilience is about a deepening of your relationship with the planet, nature and 

with each other.  It is about becoming more interconnected and more interdependent and once you start 

and experience that that you can make the practical changes that will allow you to become more resilient.  

You need to change within, a consciousness change, before you can change the world.  Over the years the 

interviewee had seen people who have changed in their hearts and had accepted and embraced change 

even if they were still shopping in supermarkets they are the people who know where they want to go.  

Others, even sometimes those in TTs could pretend to have made a change but still flew off across the 

world and had not made the connection between their behaviour and where they were actually headed.  

 

The interviewee felt that to make that change has to involve some kind of experience, even something as 

simple as watching an inspirational film.  The interviewee had seen lots of practical aspects such as food 

markets and car clubs not having a huge impact in terms of masses of people joining them.    
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Appendix 2 

Consent Form Based on Oxford Brookes Research Ethics 

 

 
This research will be carried out in line with the Oxford Brookes Ethical Standards for Research 

Involving Human Participants, Code of Practice Guidance on Research, 2011.  This code of practice 

advises that no harm should be caused to the participants, but rather the experience should ideally benefit 

the individuals concerned.  In line with the code of practice, you should feel under no pressure to 

participate, and are advised that you are free to refrain from the interview at any stage without having to 

state the reasons why.  I will endeavour to send the research questions out to you in a timely manner so 

that you have the chance to look over the questions beforehand.  Please feel free to discuss any aspects of 

the question you are unclear or uncomfortable about.  Any replies you give will be treated anonymously 

and your name will not be used, unless of course you would prefer if I did; in which case I would wait for 

your consent to say that you would like your name to be used.  I will record your replies and add them as 

an appendix to my Masters Research dissertation at Oxford Brookes University, Department of Life 

Science.  Before that, however, I will send you an email with the proposed text for your revision and/or 

for you to add any supplementary information.  I hope that the experience will be an enjoyable one where 

we can both benefit. 

 

Finally, as a way of recognising your efforts and time given up for the research work, my findings will be 

posted on the transition network website (http://www.transitionnetwork.org) to add to the transition 

movement knowledge base. 

 

Thank you for taking part in this interview.   

 


