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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."

He says 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."

The transition needed  ". .will not be done by governments. They will not attempt to do it. They will not even recognize that it needs to be done. They are totally locked into trying to make the growth and affluence system work."
"The transition will only become possible as the coming time of troubles intensifies, i.e., as we descend into massive terminal depression. The task for us here and now is to try to increase the numbers who will be able to lead the way to the sane option when breakdown begins to make it obvious that the old system is no longer going to provide for them. 

"I strongly believe that the things happening in the Transition Towns and Eco-village movements are of the utmost importance, and are crucial and necessary as the first steps that must be taken in the required revolution.

". . but I believe 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. ."

Trainer's theory, expressed through his concept and organisation The Simpler Way, is that the revolution will have two stages.

"The first, well underway, involves increasing recognition that the old project of growth and trickle down in the pursuit of affluence is not going to provide for all and that radical system change is required. Stage 1 involves the gradual establishment of various aspects of the required alternative, i.e., those that can be set up now within the old system. . . "

 - presumably, the kind of things that Transition and similar groups are already doing all over the world.  But, he says

". .  this localism is far from enough. . .My (uncertain) view is that an effective causal chain to Stage 2 could eventually emerge if towns come to focus on gradually taking as much collective citizen control of their own fate as is possible, and then seek to continually extend this outlook and capacity beyond the town."

People should ask themselves questions like,

”What are our most urgent needs in this town?  Do we have bored teenagers and lonely old people? Do we have unemployed people?  Are there people who don’t get enough good food, or need assistance with coping, or who are homeless?  Governments and officials are not solving these problems.  Let us think about what arrangements, what co-ops and mini-banks, and committees we can collectively set up to meet some of those needs drawing on our local resources, especially of time and skill and concern.”


This, he says  "is to begin the creation of what The Simpler Way approach refers to as a town 'Community Development Co-operative', intended to start building an Economy B, i.e., our own mostly cooperative arrangements to meet urgent needs underneath the old Economy A."

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 other groups are currently doing.  As an example of this kind of 'collective control' he cites the Catalan Integral Cooperative, ". . which provides many goods and services to many hundreds of people, while emphatically refusing to have anything to do with the capitalist market system or the state."
But even if they are able to establish 'Economy B', 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  what he calls "the mother of all depressions" which will also have the effect of "sending most firms bankrupt through lack of resources, energy and demand."  He also, rather bizarrely, sees possibly  the biggest task for national governments as  "enabling the establishment of many new rural settlements to take in the many who no longer have jobs producing vast amounts of frivolous consumer rubbish."
----------------------------------------
In a reasoned response to Trainer's article, on the Transition Network website, Rob Hopkins, one of the founders of the Transition movement, accuses him of underestimating the practical difficulties of bringing about "real change in the real world".

"My problem with being on the receiving end of a lot of Ted’s criticism is that much of it feels so ungrounded and out of touch with actually trying to affect real change in the real world.  To write that Transition needs to “involve the development of a consciousness whereby we feel we ‘own’ and are responsible for our town” and “we will get nowhere unless and until there is a high level of public awareness of the need to scrap growth, market domination and wealth obsession etc.”,  gives no sense of what an enormous challenge it is to actually do that.  As George Monbiot has written, no-one ever “rioted for austerity”, and Ted offers no clues as to how to overcome this."

Hopkins criticises Trainer's call for  "the development of a consciousness"  as failing to suggest how communities might even start to set about the practicalities of transition, and refers to Trainer's "tendency to speak in large abstracts"; but then rather seems to succumb to the same tendency himself, when he says  "The Transition movement opens up a discussion, a way of getting involved in building community while also facing up to global challenges, with a constant thread paying attention to psychological processes, at a depth and a richness unusual for such movements."
Hopkins 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 again accuses him of failing to appreciate  "the difficulty of attempting such a task, in a world where peoples’ attention spans are in pieces, where we spend 65% of our time in front of screens, where powerful media moguls are able to influence elections, use social media to spread fake news which distorts democracy, undermines referenda and elections, where people are stressed, awash with cortisol, and feel powerless to change anything."

Hopkins then focusses on some of Trainer's key points.  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."

On the Theory of Change, Hopkins responds to Trainer's question  “by what mechanism or chain of causes is developing more community gardens . . . etc supposed to culminate someday in a society that is not run by and for the rich few, driven by market forces and geared to perpetual growth?”  by referring him to the story of Liege in Belgium, where a "Food Belt" initiative which emerged from Liege en Transition has started 14 growing and retail co-operatives, with an investment by local people of 5m euros, with the aim of sourcing most of the city's food from the land around the city within a generation.

On the issue of exploring and addressing needs, Hopkins responds to Trainer's suggestion that  "Transition groups should start their work by asking “What are our most urgent needs in this town?”, founded on the rather patronising assumption that that isn’t what they do already",  by inviting him to 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 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; and in a different area, the encouragement and support given to local businesses by the Community Markets.

Trainer has in turn produced what he calls 'brief notes' in reply to Hopkins' article, in whifh he mainly accuses Hopkins of missing the point of his criticism.

----------------------------------------


A somewhat similar attitude to Ted Trainer's is expressed in a blog linked to from the recent newsletter from Black Isle Permaculture and Arts.  The author Julie Deconchat suggests the Permaculture movement may be 'undermining its potential', by representing individual attitudes and initiatives as appropriate responses to issues of sustainability, while failing to give sufficient attention to the  systemic and structural problem of intensive industrial agriculture.

----------------------------------------

A view directly opposed to Ted Trainer's initial assertion about the role of governments in dealing with the impending crisis, is contained in a sustainable development report commisssioned by the UN Secretary General and prepared by a group of Finnish scientists associated with the BIOS Research institute in Helsinki, which will feed into the drafting of the UN Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR), which will be released in 2019.  A rather rambling and repetitive review of the report, which highlights the unreadiness of capitalist thinking and mainstream economics to face up to the huge problems facing humanity, originally appeared in the Independent and is featured in a recent fortnightly bulletin of the Scottish Communities Alliance, from which the following extracts are taken.

"Capitalism as we know it is over. So suggests a new report . . . by a group of scientists appointed by the UN secretary general. The main reason? We’re transitioning rapidly to a radically different global economy, due to our increasingly unsustainable exploitation of the planet’s environmental resources and the shift to less efficient energy sources."

". . We simply have to accept the hard fact that we will not be able to sustain current levels of economic growth. Meeting current or growing levels of energy need in the next few decades with low-carbon solutions will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, the report finds. The economic transition must involve efforts to lower total energy use."

"Conventional economic models, the Finnish scientists note, almost completely disregard the energetic and material dimensions of the economy. . . [and]  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. Right now, the prospects for this look slim." 

“ 'Capitalism, in that situation, is not like ours now,' said [the report's author].  '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. Well, I think 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, however.' "

One cannot but admire the optimism implied by the author's apparent belief that a time will come when his use of the present tense to refer to capitalism in that quotation will be correct.

According to the Independent review, the scientists' report links the climate and environmental crisis to current economic volatility and political unrest.

"The BIOS paper suggests that much of the political and economic volatility we have seen in recent years has a root cause in this creeping ecological crisis. As the ecological and economic costs of industrial overconsumption continue to rise, the constant economic growth we have become accustomed to is now in jeopardy. That, in turn, has exerted massive strain on our politics."
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 on their presence at the UN climate talks. 

"The Extinction Rebellion climate protest group has expanded to 35 countries and is building towards a week of international civil disobedience in April, according to organisers, who are using UN climate talks in Poland this week to widen its network.

"The rapid spread of the movement, which consisted of 10 people in the UK six months ago, comes amid rising frustration with policymakers who are failing to slow perilous levels of global warming and biodiversity loss.

"The distinctive banner of the group was evident at a rally on Saturday attended by several thousand climate campaigners in Katowice, the city hosting the conference. Campaigners also held Skype workshops for activists in Berlin, after training sessions in the US, Australia, Canada, Ireland, Germany, Spain, Sweden, Ghana and Poland.

"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."

10 December 2018     Jonathan Watts in Katowice

They have received the support, in two letters to the Guardian, of prominent figures including former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams, Noam Chomsky and Naomi Klein.  George Monbiot, Caroline Lucas and Greta Thunberg are listed as supporters

The stated aims of Extinction Rebellion (XR, as they like to be known) are the same as those of their parent oganisation Rising Up.

Support and encourage a citizens uprising in the UK (of about 2 million people) involving low level and higher risk acts of civil disobedience by some (with others willing to support those that take actions). When ready, create a participatory, democratic process that discusses and improves a draft manifesto for change and a new constitution. This will involve creating a genuine democracy, alongside an economy to maximise well being and minimise harm.
Their Vision is stated as

A world where we build thriving connections within our society and environment, bringing hope and enabling us to decide the direction of our lives and futures. An inclusive world, where we work consciously to ensure fair processes of collective decision-making, where creativity is prioritised, and where our diversity of gifts are recognised, celebrated and flourish.

Their Demands are ambitious

1. That the Government must tell the truth about how deadly our situation is, it must reverse all policies not in alignment with that position and must work alongside the media to communicate the urgency for change including what individuals, communities and businesses need to do.

2. The Government must 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. It must cooperate internationally so that the global economy runs on no more than half a planet’s worth of resources per year.

3. By necessity these demands require initiatives and mobilisation of similar size and scope to those enacted in times of war. We do not however, trust our Government to make the bold, swift and long-term changes necessary to achieve this and we do not intend to hand further power to our politicians. Instead we demand a Citizens’ Assembly to oversee the changes, as we rise from the wreckage, creating a democracy fit for purpose.

and what I suppose must be called their Rallying Cry - under the heading  REBEL  on the website

We are willing to make personal sacrifices. We are prepared to be arrested and to go to prison. We will lead by example, to inspire similar actions around the world. This requires a global effort but we believe it must begin in the UK, where the industrial revolution began.

We will not be led quietly to annihilation by the elites and politicians. We will fight with honour, resilience, and peace, in the spirit of all those who fought for our freedoms before us. We call on everyone, regardless of your political beliefs to join us in fighting for the survival of our nation and for the survival of life on earth.

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?

PM  January 2018

Links - mostly included in the article, a few additional.

Resilience

https://www.resilience.org/about-resilience/
Ted Trainer's article

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2018-06-07/the-transition-towns-movement-going-where/
Trainer's reply to Hopkins

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2018-06-19/transition-towns-a-reply-to-rob-hopkins/
The Simpler Way

http://simplerway.org/
Ted Trainer's 'text' summary of TSW, and links to articles

http://thesimplerway.info/
Trainer on Catalan Integral Co-operative

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2018-01-17/the-catalan-integral-cooperative-the-simpler-way-revolution-is-well-underway/
'text' version

http://thesimplerway.info/CATALAN.html
Transition Network

https://transitionnetwork.org/
'Essential Guide to doing Transition'  (online successor to 'The Transition Handbook')

https://transitionnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/The-Essential-Guide-to-Doing-Transition-English-V1.2.pdf?pdf=essential-guide-to-transition-v-1   

Rob Hopkins' article

https://transitionnetwork.org/news-and-blog/always-the-same-always-different-a-response-to-ted-trainer/
Liége 'Food Belt' initiative

https://www.robhopkins.net/2018/03/26/a-delicious-taste-of-the-future-in-liege/
Julie Deconchat blog on permaculture

https://scotland.permaculture.org.uk/articles/black-isle-permaculture-clive-and-julie
Scottish Community Alliance

Capitalism and Science - Finnish report in Independent

http://www.scottishcommunityalliance.org.uk/articles/2866/
Finnish scientists' report text

https://bios.fi/bios-governance_of_economic_transition.pdf
Extinction Rebellion

Wikipedia article

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinction_Rebellion
Guardian on XR at Poland climate talks

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/10/extinction-rebellion-goes-global-international-civil-disobedience-climate-talks-poland
Guardian on London protest Nov 2018

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/nov/17/thousands-gather-to-block-london-bridges-in-climate-rebellion
Extinction Rebellion website

https://rebellion.earth/next/
Parent organisation Rising Up

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1l3h6R4kWJGYGxJd3sLbQdG8zjV4sj5bmlM4Z-9Tk5X8/edit - heading=h.9jz3v1yc8g17
