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Nobody can really tell you with any certainty how rapidly oil production will decline once we 

pass the peak — although some people are still willing to make an educated guess. 

The optimists would like to see production continue along a plateau for decades, followed by a 

gentle, rather graceful decline. This way there would be ample time for us to reorient our 

economies and alter our modern way of life. 

 

Pessimists fear a rapid drop in oil production and severe economic impacts that would make the 

current financial crisis and recession look mild. 

 

Either way, we clearly need some kind of action plan to proactively respond to a world where oil 

is no longer cheap and plentiful, and where we can ill afford to continue to spew out carbon 

dioxide without regard for the how our climate will change. 

Follow the leader 

The launch of the Totnes Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP) this month is an event that we 

should all follow with great interest. Totnes, a town of around 8, 500 people, is the United 

Kingdom‘s first transition initiative. 

 

http://www.cera.com/aspx/cda/client/report/report.aspx?KID=5&CID=10720
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/update
http://totnesedap.org.uk/
http://totnes.transitionnetwork.org/


The plan contains a very interesting quote from Ernst Schumacher (author of the iconic 1973 

environmental book Small is Beautiful) that nicely sums up our current predicament: 

―Can we rely on it that a ‗turning around‘ will be accomplished by enough people quickly 

enough to save the modern world? This question is often asked, but whatever answer is given to 

it will mislead. The answer ‗yes‘ would lead to complacency; the answer ‗no‘ to despair. It is 

desirable to leave these perplexities behind us and get down to work.‖ 

―The plan doesn‘t start from today but stands on the shoulders of those who have been here 

before us. We wrote the plan as a holiday brochure for a powered-down world.‖ 

That ‗Now is the time to act‘ sentiment infuses the plan, which was launched on 7 May 2010 in 

the local town market, and written/compiled by Jacqi Hodgson with support from noted 

permaculturalist and Totnes local Rob Hopkins. 

It is first time that such a plan has been designed for and by a local community. 

―We wanted the plan to be exemplary,‖ said Hopkins in an interview with Our World 2.0, ―so we 

really paid attention to the details. It includes new and important research on how Totnes and 

District can feed itself and on a renewable energy budget.‖ 

On the topic of food security, a working paper was produced that looked at land use patterns, the 

quality of the agricultural land and food zones and concluded that while it may be possible to 

provide enough fruit and vegetables for the local population, supplying cereals and meat would 

be more difficult. 

With respect to the energy, the plan addresses the question of whether Totnes can ―power down‖ 

(reduce demand by 50%) and go renewable (cover the remaining 50% from renewable sources) 

by 2030. The results are presented in the figure below: 

http://www.smallisbeautiful.org/
http://transitionculture.org/about/


 

The analytic work underpinning the plan is excellent, and it looks great too. 

―We also put a lot of effort into the design of the document and the accompanying website,‘‘ said 

Hopkins. ―We wanted it to be a model for others to follow.‖ 

In that they have succeeded. The plan is very engaging because it is written in accessible 

English. There are lots of references to every day life and as a result it really connects with the 

reader. It is a plan with personality and a sense of fun; perhaps not what you would normally 

expect from something called an Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP). 

A diversity of action plans 

You may be surprised to learn that Totnes is not the first place to produce a peak oil related plan, 

although it is the first (and perhaps only) community-based energy descent plan. Forward 

thinkers elsewhere have been tackling questions of peak oil, climate change and energy descent 

head on for some time and have produced peak oil preparedness plans. 

The starting point for these plans goes back to Hopkins‘ time as a permaculture lecturer at the 

Kinsale College of Further Education in Ireland. It was there that he first came across the peak 

oil concept and wanted to work with his students to see if he could apply permaculture principles 

to design possible solutions. 



As Hopkins explained, ―We were really influenced by the writings of David Holmgren and in 

particular his 2002 book Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability. That is 

where I came across the term energy descent.‖ 

 

The assignment for the students was to develop an Energy Descent Action Plan for Kinsale. 

They put the plan together in 2005 and what started out as a student exercise became a rapidly 

growing and very successful Transition Movement. 

 

Since then there have been many action plans developed, including from Portland, San 

Francisco, Oakland, Berkeley, Bloomington and San Buenaventura in the United States, and 

most recently from Bristol in the UK (see list below with links to download the reports – if you 

are aware of other plans we would be happy to hear from you). These action plans tend to be 

supported by the local authorities and are somewhat technical in nature. They read, in some 

instances, like disaster preparedness plans and begin by identifying the various risks and 

vulnerabilities, before putting in place response strategies and resilience measures. 

The Totnes plan is different and is all about community engagement. The plan took about one 

and a half years to prepare and over 500 people were involved in workshops and discussions. 

―Our plan is playful,‖ Hopkins explained. ―We started by exploring the recent history of Totnes 

through the recollections of local people. So the plan doesn‘t start from today, but stands on the 

shoulders of those who have been here before us. We wrote the plan as a holiday brochure for a 

powered-down world. You can see this best in the section that shows pictures of Totnes in the 

past, present and future. The goal is to show how attractive life in 2030 could be.‖ 

Where to next? 

Producing such a comprehensive plan is an achievement in itself. It builds upon the activities 

already underway in Totnes, such as the Atmos project to create a radically low carbon 

development providing work, leisure and homes for up to 500 people, the establishment of the 

Totnes Renewable Energy Supplies Company and a development of new eco-school. 

We asked Hopkins what the next steps are likely to be. 

―We want to draw out some policy guidance sheets from the plan that can be adapted and used 

by the local council in their planning, transportation or housing policies if possible,‖ he 

explained. ―We want to explore the issue of local governance and how it relates to energy 

descent. The other area that we are really interested in is social entrepreneurship and we are 

trying to create a new position in Transition Town Totnes so that we can encourage people and 

http://www.holmgren.com.au/
http://transitiontownkinsale.org/
http://www.transitiontowns.org/
http://totnesedap.org.uk/book/part2/totnes-past-present-future-visual-journey/
http://totnes.transitionnetwork.org/node/2331


businesses to think about new livelihoods. We want to help get their ideas to the stage where 

they are investment ready and to set up and support various catalyst projects.‖ 

He is concerned, however, that it may be difficult for larger towns and cities to follow the Totnes 

approach and has been wondering how the energy descent plan would look for a town like Leeds 

for instance with a population of 500,000. Perhaps there would need to be a neighbourhood-

based approach. Or as we see in Vancouver, the city can be sub-divided into villages, perhaps 

reflecting the situation in the past. It is still too early to tell how successful other cities like 

Portland or San Francisco have been with their energy descent planning. 

 

One thing on his mind at the moment is why there have not been more EDAPs when the growth 

of Transition Towns has been so rapid (there are now nearly 300 official Transition Initiatives, 

and another 130 communities mulling over the idea). Perhaps one explanation for the small 

number of EDAPs so far is that the process may overwhelming, especially for larger towns and 

cities. 

 

―What the Transition Movement is really doing well is engaging with the community. We are 

really good at that. 

―The beauty of the Transition Movement is that we can take risks and need not be concerned 

about failure. In fact we encourage failure, because that is how we learn. 

―There is a magic about the Transition movement that some observers have commented upon. 

That magic reflects our desire to engage with the community. The action plan is an invitation for 

everybody to participate.‖ 

―There is so much happening and these actions are really important given the pressing nature of 

the challenges we face.  Overall, it is essential that we (all of us) start to think more strategically 

about these challenges and start to look for innovative and creative ways forward. 

―There is a magic about the Transition movement that some observers have commented upon. 

That magic reflects our desire to engage with the community. The action plan is an invitation for 

everybody to participate.‖ 

He continued, ―We really have to make this up as we go along and we cannot claim that we have 

the ultimate approach, but rather what we are doing really reflects a kind the collective brain of 

the community. And by telling new stories through the plan we are inspiring people about the 

new opportunities and perhaps this is one way to re-wire the collective brain about what is 

possible in an energy descent.‖ 

http://villagevancouver.ning.com/
http://www.transitionnetwork.org/initiatives


 

Source: http://ourworld.unu.edu/en/transition-totnes-plans-for-

energy-descent 


