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It must be good for any organisation or movement to have its ideals, objectives and methods questioned from time to time.  In June 2018 Australian Social Sciences lecturer Dr Ted Trainer published an article (not his first) on the Resilience website criticising the Transition movement for being "essentially mindless and theoryless", and having nothing to say about "how the things being done are going to lead to a world order that is sustainable and just."

On the face of it, his statement that the global situation requires  "transition to a basic social pattern involving mostly small, highly self sufficient and self governing and collectivist communities that maximise use of local resources to meet local needs … and which are content with very frugal material lifestyles" is hard to disagree with, and fully in accordance with Transition objectives.
He discounts willing participation by governments too  "locked into trying to make the growth and affluence system work" and believes that any transition will be forced by major financial depression leading to a breakdown of the old system.

He applauds things being done by the Transition Towns and Eco-village movements as necessary  first steps, but believes that ". . if they are to be significant they must be informed by the correct transition theory and strategy. That is, by a vision of how to get from here to there that is in fact correct, that will actually get us there. ."

According to Trainer the revolution will have two stages.  The first involves recognition that the old project of "growth and trickle down" is not working, and the setting up of various aspects of the required alternative within the old system - presumably, the kind of things that Transition and similar groups are already doing all over the world.  Beyond this, the second stage seems to involve local groups (Trainer talks all the time about towns) taking on some of the functions normally thought of as the responsibility of national or local government or other formal public bodies and setting up what he calls a 'Community Development Co-operative'.  To Trainer, the emergence of " this determination of ordinary citizens to take collective control, to set up our arrangements to solve our town’s problems . ."  is critical, and a step beyond what Transition and others are currently doing.

But even if they are able to establish this kind of co-operative alternative economy, local communities will remain dependent on the national economy for many of the basic services and materials of even a much-reduced lifestyle.  Trainer suggests that the major depression he sees as the catalyst of transition, and the shortages which are likely to result, will have the effect of reminding people of this dependence, and thus

"generate powerful demands from the towns on government to dramatically reorganise and restructure the national economy so that it redirects productive capacity towards providing the local economies with the (few) basic inputs they must have.

So despite Trainer's earlier insistence that the necessary transition will not be done by governments, he now seems to be suggesting that it cannot be done without them, albeit only once they are goaded to action (similar to that taken by nations in wartime but harder) by popular anger incited by financial depression.

In a reasoned response to Trainer's article, on the Transition Network website, Rob Hopkins, one of the founders of the Transition movement, refutes Trainer's assertion that Transition seems to have  "no interest in developing strategies to increase public awareness of the need for extreme, radical and rapid global transition towards localism", and  accuses him of failing to appreciate the difficulty of bringing about "real change in the real world".

He disputes the claim that Transition is mindless and theoryless and  "[has] nothing to say about how the things being done are going to lead to a world order that is sustainable and just”, and declares the theory of Transition to be  " that Transition is one part of the overall push for change that is needed, and its role is to support, connect and inspire communities to reimagine and rebuild the world, starting at a manageable and meaningful level of scale."

With regard to Community Co-operatives making practical responses to a community's unmet needs, Hopkins cites a highly successful 'Food Belt' initiative in Liege in Belgium, which emerged from Liege en Transition, and his own home base of Transition Town Totnes, where local needs are being met by two Transition-related projects to build 100 affordable homes which will also provide jobs, a community care project, and the investment of over £90,000 in 30 new Transition-related enterprises through the annual Local Entrepreneur Forum.

Could we offer examples of ways in which the urgent needs of the Black Isle are being met by Transition (as TBI) or other like-minded groups?  One thinks perhaps of the encouragement and support given to local businesses by the Community Markets, and in the social care sphere, Black Isle Cares providing Meals on Wheels, the Black Isle Community Car Scheme, and the sheltered housing and community facilities of CCT's Glascairn development.

Ted Trainer's view that governments will eventually be forced to take action by public anger brought on by economic collapse, is reflected in a 2018 report prepared for the UN by scientists at the BIOS Institute in Helsinki, which highlights the unreadiness of capitalist thinking and mainstream economics to face up to the huge problems facing humanity.  The report notes that we are moving rapidly to a radically different global economy, due to our increasingly unsustainable exploitation of the planet’s environmental resources, that we will not be able to sustain current levels of economic growth, and that capitalist markets will not be capable of facilitating the required changes – governments will need to step up, and institutions will need to actively shape markets to fit the goals of human survival. 

Referring optimistically to a future in which the necessary changes have been made, the report's author says  "Capitalism, in that situation, is not like ours now.  Economic activity is driven by meaning – maintaining equal possibilities for the good life while lowering emissions dramatically – rather than profit, and the meaning is politically, collectively constructed"  and notes that although this is the best conceivable case in terms of modern state and market institutions, it can’t happen without "considerable reframing of economic-political thinking."
Is there a link between the need perceived by the authors of this report and other commentators for governments to "step up to the mark" and set about  the wholesale transformation of capitalist thinking and market economics demanded by the climate and environmental crisis, and an increase in political protest?  Could an anger similar to that of those who expressed their feelings of being left behind and ignored by voting for Trump and Brexit be aroused as a reaction to climate change, habitat loss and species extinction?  Is blocking bridges and street protest what is required to start the process of transition?


This is obviously the belief of an organisation called Extinction Rebellion, which has come into being within the last year.   In December The Guardian reported   "Extinction Rebellion rose to prominence last month when thousands of activists blocked five London bridges, glued themselves to public buildings and disrupted traffic with “swarming” protests that led to dozens of arrests."

Ambitious demands set out on their website are that Government must "tell the truth about how deadly our situation is, [and] reverse all policies not in alignment with that position", and "enact legally-binding policies to reduce carbon emissions in the UK to net zero by 2025 and take further action to remove the excess of atmospheric greenhouse gases."  As this will require initiatives of the kind enacted in wartime and the government cannot be trusted,"we demand a Citizens’ Assembly to oversee the changes, as we rise from the wreckage, creating a democracy fit for purpose."

International Extinction Rebellion Week is planned for the week beginning on 15 April and leading up to Easter weekend.  Could this be the start of something big?  And what, if anything, is its significance for Transition?
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